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Abstract 

Places are steeped in individual and collective memory.  Places and their features become symbols which 

joy, grief, belonging and change: a beautiful park is a bitterly fought victory, a dilapidated playground a 

symbol of neglect, a looming condominium complex a represented betrayal. In reality, there are no neutral 

objects.  A neighborhood is not simply an artful arrangement of homes, streets, parks, schools or shops. In 

reality, is composed of the stories residents tell. 

      

Residents of East Boston’s Eagle Hill neighborhood currently oppose the siting of a proposed electrical 

substation on the banks of Chelsea Creek. The site is located next to a children’s playground and waterfront 

parkland. Residents worry about the potential impacts of flooding on the site and effects of the substation 

on quality of life. East Boston and Chelsea are both immigrant and working-class communities. Both share 

deep memories and experiences of industrial and environmental burdens that are imposed on the area and 

the ways in which infrastructure convey siting and planning processes have imperiled them and their 

communities. The list of these burdens is long, and includes the noise and pollution from Logan Airport, the 

jet fuel, salt and heating oil stored alongside Chelsea Creek, and pollution from freeways and trucking from 

Expressway 1A. However, the public process by which utility companies site energy infrastructure is highly 

technical and standardized, and does not leave space for residents to describe these burdens and tell these 

context-specific stories. I interviewed residents, reviewed public record and media sources in order to 

characterize the types of histories in the minds of residents. I then produced four short vignettes with 

accompanying photo essays which describe public process, East Boston and the Massachusetts Port 

Authority, the industrial history of Chelsea Creek, and the future of East Boston, luxury development and 

climate change. Each of these vignettes inform how residents understand this current conflict, and reflect 

some of the inequalities and contradictions embedded in post-industrial Boston.  
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I.)  A Dead Fish at the Public Meeting 

On the evening of February 5th, Paul Kozak stands at a microphone. He holds a dead fish in his hand. The 

plastic barrier around the shine of its scales is transparent, and is visible from around the room.  From the 

perspective of the audience behind him and the officials sitting in front of him, one can imagine its lolling 

eye, a scent of decay held at bay by its container. The room is quiet, save the occasional furtive whisper. The 

suited officials on stage listen to Mr. Kozak, eyes trained on the fish he holds. He protests a tilted public 

process, and the inability of individual citizens to influence it.3 

Mr. Kozak stands before members of the Massachusetts Energy Facilities Siting Board. He asks them to 

reconsider the siting of a high voltage electrical substation not far from his own home in East Boston’s 

Eagle Hill neighborhood, next to Chelsea Creek. Behind him are residents and supporters who share his 

concerns. They hold up neon poster board signs and wear matching t-shirts designed by GreenRoots, a 

community group which has brought together many of those present. Employees of Eversource, the 

electric utility petitioning to build the substation, line the edges of the room. They are suited or in button 

down shirts, wearing their 9:00-5:00 uniform.  The utility claims that the project is necessary to address the 

area’s growing electricity demand, and that this project would minimize the costs passed on to its 

customers.  Though the project stands to be built half a mile from here, this is the first time the board and 

Eversource have held a public meeting in East Boston.  

Kozak addresses the board, “I speak here as a resident of East Boston. I live at 13 Lexington, probably the 

third closest house to the new site change, approximately 60 yards I would guess from the site. I have three 

children, ages six, four and two...I speak for them as well.” 

His tone is measured, in an attempt to temper the anger in the room. He speaks in lilted oratory, fitting for a 

chaplain, modulating his voice with ups and downs as he makes his arguments. Kozak is one of dozens to 

provide public comment today, in the auditorium of East Boston High School.  

Before him, Elena Letona, a native of El Salvador, and Director of Neighbor to Neighbor, an immigrants’ 

rights organization provides her testimony in elegantly accented English. 4The sound of her voice fills the 

room. 

“Do any of you live in East Boston or Chelsea? I am guessing not. We have already heard plenty of how this 

region bears the burden of environmental threats, and consequence for serving many of the neighborhoods 

outside of East Boston.”  

She takes care to pause, her voice holding onto the silence between statements.  
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“Maybe yours.” Letona alludes to the gasoline and heating oil that lines the Chelsea Creek, the trucking, 

freeways and barges that take salt and jet fuel in and out of East Boston and Chelsea to be distributed all 

over the city.  

Fran Ippolito Riley, an activist who has lived in East Boston for 76 years made her statement. Her accent is 

clipped, steely in the way of East Boston’s Italian-American heritage. When she speaks, she lectures the 

officials elevated on the stage in front of her like a strict mother, one that has just caught her child 

misbehaving.  

“You’re going to leave here tonight, and realize that you do not live here. When we speak of the airport and 

the tunnels, and everything else, you do not understand. You don’t live here...this electrical substation: that’s 

the ugliest thing I’ve seen yet on the screen. Putting it there, it’s like putting liverwurst in an Italian cannoli.”  

The audience laughs. Their cheers bounce off the walls of the chamber. The board’s secretary previously 

gave the audience explicit instructions to hold applause between statements.  

She ends her testimony with a declaration: “Guess what? It’s not happening.”  

These words and this scene are quintessential to local politics and land use here in East Boston. The future 

of a piece of land is decided in the heady technical analysis of a project’s builder, often a developer or 

corporate interest. Residents are left to design theatrics at a single microphone in a school or community 

center in order to convince officials to listen to them. At tonight’s hearing residents share concerns in 

acerbic detail, fitting their opinions into the convoluted processes of energy infrastructure siting. The siting 

board already approved the project in November 2017, after a long legal battle with a nearby fish processing 

plant, Channel Fish.  Louis Silvestro, the owner of the plant believed the substation may have harmful 

effects on his equipment. In 2016, he hired experts and lawyers to intervene in the case.  5   Following his 

formal intervention, the utility agreed to move the project 190 feet further away from this property. The new 

site happens to be 190 feet closer to the American Legion playground, where Mr. Kozak takes his children to 

play.6 

The utility’s chosen site falls next to this children’s playground and the Condor Street Urban Wild, a 

remediated piece of city-owned land. 7 It is also a brownfield site, its soil contaminated with lead from past 

industry.8  Many residents had hoped that Boston city councilors would invest in turning this place into a 

park, a proposal that residents brought to public officials as early as the 1980s.9  As such, the substation 

project has been contentious since it was announced in 2015. Rumor and animosity swirled around its 

construction, in part fed by videos and images of exploding machinery complete with foreboding voiceover, 

produced by Silvestro.10 
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Channel Fish’s lawyers combed through pages and pages of documentation, thousands upon thousands 

that made up the intervention process. Experts constructed arguments and delivered testimony over days 

of evidentiary hearings. In conflicts such as this one, individual actors play roles similar to litigants in a 

court case.  Because the business was able to afford the time and expertise of lawyers and other 

professionals, Channel Fish shifted the outcome of the siting case. The median household income in East 

Boston is $51,549. 11 With rents and property taxes that rise every year, residents are unable to add the same 

authoritative weight to their own testimonies, whose procedural power is limited to words spoken in high 

school gymnasiums and delivered comment letters.  

Tina Kelly, the former president of this neighborhood’s civic association describes how this process is a 

familiar one, “I’ve had so many meetings in this very hall, fighting and fighting. It gets really tiring. I’m a mom, 

I’m trying to raise my kids. And no one lets us do that without screaming. It gets old. I’m exhausted...I don’t 

know if any of you know the history of this community…they continually take, and take and take, and they 

don’t listen to any of us.” Kelly refers to the seizure of parkland by the Massachusetts Port Authority, the 

operator of Logan Airport. Anger and frustration at public process runs deep here, palpable in the room.  

*** 

East Boston or the more affectionately named “Eastie” is a peninsula that juts outward from Greater Boston. 

Its land is embraced by the blue swells of the harbor, which ebb and flow against its shorelines. It is cut with 

the jagged edges of piers and docks, skirted by heavy industry eagerly encroaching water.  From the south, 

the Ted Williams Tunnel runs submerged under Boston Harbor, through to Logan Airport, which dominates 

the eastern side of the landmass with its glassy terminals and well-worn runways. Around its southern 

edge, ships move into the harbor, dwarfed by a hastily drawn Seaport skyline and Downtown Boston’s 

rapidly changing one. To the north are the polluted waters of Chelsea Creek with its hulking barges and 

clustered oil drums. At Beachmont, a strip of land connects East Boston to the contiguous United States, 

and the rest of Greater Boston. A salt marsh here periodically flows with the ocean’s briny water, which 

recedes and advances with the moon. Constitution Beach faces the airport’s elbowed cove, bent inwards by 

the control towers, runways, and grounded planes.  

The peninsula is precarious in its watery isolation, but its communities are close-knit, bound together by the 

water and the rings of infrastructures that run alongside it. Eastie’s residents most commonly live in triple 

decker homes, colored in desaturated pastels. Maverick Street Station is crowded with urban bustle and 

communal life, Spanish language advertisements splashed across the faces of its markets, laundromats, 

restaurants and bakeries. Its far reaches of Orient Heights are quieter, with the muted coastal tones of a 

New England summer town.  Eagle Hill is mostly residential leading up to the creek. Occasionally 

apartments seem to lean on body shop garages, and corner markets, cheerful in the close quarters.  
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In decades past, East Boston was an Irish and Italian immigrant enclave, having also hosted refugees from 

places around the world. Its salty port welcomed newcomers fleeing persecution, war, violence or adverse 

economic circumstance. Eastie is an arrival point, observable in its restless blue water, in its ships full of 

cargo and aircraft poised for landing.  It is often the first step onto American land for families that settle 

here for generations. Today, the Maverick MBTA stop hosts bright red newspaper boxes, selling El Mundo 

and El Planeta, two of Greater Boston’s Spanish language papers. Grocery stores advertise Columbian, 

Salvadoran ingredients, as well as other Latin American products.  In the 1990s, a number of forces resulted 

in an influx of immigrants from Latin America; today, half of East Boston’s 45,000 residents are foreign 

born.12 These mixed legacies are visible in the streets and storefronts of Eastie. At the intersection of Shelby 

and Chelsea Streets, two Peruvian restaurants and an Italian pizza shop stand face to face. Throughout its 

history, it has always been a landing point, a port where newcomers may build new lives while honoring 

their old ones. 

*** 

Kozak’s neighbor, Noemy Rodriguez, brings her son up to the microphone with her when she gives her 

testimony. Rodriguez takes her turn at the microphone in Spanish, as do many others providing testimony, 

in solidarity with the other Latin people left out of the process. During the deciding November 2017 hearing, 

the board did not provide any interpretation services in Spanish, nor Portuguese, spoken by Eastie’s 

Brazilian immigrants. This meeting remains a bitter insult in the minds of residents, who waited in a room 

far away from their own neighborhood for four hours, hearing officials and staff speak incomprehensibly 

about the future of land in their community.  

Translation services were provided at this February hearing, though the memory of prior treatment is 

something that many residents and organizers will not soon forget. Several residents give their testimony 

in Spanish. Gabriela Cartagena, a young community activist asks the board why they’ve waited “two 

years...to have this meeting in Spanish, English and Portuguese.”  One translator, a tall, suited white man 

hovers over her. He awkwardly translates her statement back to the board in stumbling, quiet tones, 

leaning over Cartagena in order to reach the microphone she’s adjusted to her height. At times, Cartagena 

opts to translate her own words back, flowing seamlessly between Spanish and English in unwavering 

tenor.  

Indira Garmenia, a slight but forceful organizer with GreenRoots, provides her comment in Spanish. She 

stands with her “No substation en Eastie” t-shirt. curly hair and framed glasses. “ In November 2017, you the 

same board that’s here today, met regarding this project. Our organization, GreenRoots had around thirty 

Spanish speaking members attending that meeting, which lasted around four hours. Sadly, the meeting was 
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just in English. The only time there were words in Spanish was when I gave my testimony. Clearly that was a 

violation of our civil rights.”  

Those who are undocumented are especially left out of public meetings and neighborhood planning.  The 

head of a community organization in East Boston later described how, “there are people in the immigrant 

community that are afraid to speak up...putting their name to something or appearing at a public meeting 

will put them at risk, which is a very scary rumor. There are have been people in this community arrested or 

picked up by ICE for really not valid reasons at all…there are people who will not come to a public 

meeting...for fear that ICE will be there.”13  

At the end of the hearing, residents and organizers will chant “cuando luchamos, ganamos!” into the 

emptying auditorium, meaning “when we fight, we win.”  

*** 

The substation site faces Chelsea Creek, which sustains the kinds of industrial activity necessary for the 

rest of Boston to function. The corpus of the creek is riddled with ailments, fat circular drums and drifting 

barges pour pollutants into its shining surface. Tightly sewn rows of houses border the creek’s edge, with 

trucks separating the water and residences.  Industrial burdens are a part of lengthy supply chains, the 

heating oil, salt and jet fuel placed here a necessity for all of Greater Boston.14 Residents at the substation 

hearing are quick to point this out, that the bewildering imposition of infrastructure on their communities 

has been par for the course, that has caused residents like Mr. Kozak to lecture public officials and business 

leaders in high school auditoriums, city halls and community centers for decades. Residents remember 

these fights over land, the heady tradeoffs between economic development, park land, pollution, noise, 

health and quality of life have comprised the entire lives of activists, which shape how residents view this 

project today.   

Joe Aponte, another resident demands that the board take down the Eversource logo on the screens 

bordering the stage, which the company left up after making an initial presentation. Addressing the board: 

“You work for us, not Eversource.” 

Board Chairman Matthew Beaton just left his position to work for TRC Companies, Incorporated, a private 

energy consulting firm. 15 Matthew Nelson, the Chairman of the Commonwealth’s Department of Public 

Utilities was once an Eversource executive.16 Some residents suspect Eversource is only building the 

substation to pass its costs on to customers, the way by which utilities make profit.17 Others wonder if the 

substation’s construction is connected to the Logan Airport’s latest expansion, or the condominium 

complexes popping up all over Eastie, both being sources of animosity for longtime residents.18  
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*** 

Sandra Nijjar first purchased her home in Eagle Hill in 1999, with her husband and two children; she 

originally is from El Salvador. Nijjar is a longtime activist in East Boston, having recently fought the 

development of a casino project in Eastie. She also founded and runs a community soup kitchen, which 

serves meals to the hungry every week. She is present at the hearing tonight.  Later, she describes how she 

felt when she learned that Eversource had constructed a substation in South Boston a little differently than 

its plans for the East Boston substation. 19 

The South Boston substation is located on South Boston’s Seafood Drive. There are no children’s 

playgrounds next door, nor are there any homes in the vicinity. The area is a ten-minute walk away from a 

lavish steakhouse, and another ten minutes from the Westin Hotel and the Boston Convention Center. 

There, the striated half shells of new hotels and luxury housing are exposed to the sea air. Below, shiny new 

businesses from pressed juice cafes to boutique clothing shops line Seaport Boulevard and Congress 

Street. The power station in this neighborhood is encased in steel, and set on a bed of concrete to keep it 

away from the creeping water. 20   

As of May 2019, Eversource has no such plans for the substation in East Boston.  

“To me that just gives me the message that we are not as important as other people who live in other parts 

of Boston that are more well off than we are. To me it means we are undermined, because this area in 

Boston is populated by immigrants. They underestimate our intelligence and our ability to learn and 

reinforce our rights. It’s like we are less deserving than other people who live in other parts of Boston, like 

in the South End and the North End, or Downtown. But East Boston, we are always marginalized, cornered, 

the least supported ones. And we’re always being dumped on what is not wanted by others. And it really 

feels horrible, and it makes me feel angry. I’m a person that’s very invested in this community. And not only 

that we are deeply involved here, we are also just human beings. We deserve to have a good quality of life 

and a safe place to live, and raise our children and enjoy our life, but with projects like these, we constantly 

feel threatened, upset, and like we have to fight.” 

*** 

In 2018, Eversouce paid out nearly half a million dollars to hired lobbyists.21 One of the bills the company 

actively opposed was H.1736, which would mandate that the siting board also consider the public health 

impacts of energy projects.  Another was H.1725, which would encourage the development of localized, 

renewable projects, as opposed to large scale transmission projects like the substation.22  

“You’ve heard a lot tonight that’s been spoken at you...sometimes we need the visual. So I brought with me a 

dead fish. Eversource has conceded, [with] the site change that the high voltage does impact dead fish. But 
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the next logical step is to move it closer to a playground where children play?” He refers to his neighbor’s 

child, who has also grown up playing at the American Legion playground, much like his own. “Here you have 

a beautiful child, un hermoso niño...even if you say we don’t know the effects, why would you run that risk?”   
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973.23 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project 5/1973.24  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 7/1973.25  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 7/1973.26 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project.6/1973.27  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project.  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project.28 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973.29 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973.30  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973.31  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973. 32  
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 5/1973.33 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project. 10/1973.34 
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project.  7/1973.35
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Photograph by Michael Philip Manheim, via Environmental Protection Agency’s DOCUMERICA Project.  5/1973.36 
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II.) Living with the Thunder 

 

Image above is taken from the East Boston Community News, December 11, 1970, Text by Joe Dioguardi. 

  

Logan Airport is a leviathan, its tentacled arms rising out of the sea, draping over the Eastern side of 

Eastie’s peninsula. Its runways, towers, and terminals extend over what were once rolling tidelands.  In the 

1960s, Logan Airport crept up into East Boston through the Massachusetts Port Authority’s powers of 

eminent domain, taking lots for parking garages, fields to build new runways, and piers to manage shipping 

alongside the harbor. Its grey and concrete structures touch the churning blue of the ocean, echoing with 

the noise of taxis, takeoffs and the rumbling traffic from the freeways and tunnels that lead to it.  It holds fast 

to East Boston, gripping the shoreline with its mechanical structures, a fortress at the water’s edge.  

***  

Chris Marchi was an infant in his mother’s baby carriage when men with bulldozers and buzz saws 

appeared in East Boston.37  In the late 1960s, these men and machines chopped down ancient elms, and 

razed the forested ground of Wood Island Park bare.38 Marchi describes, “They took it in a backroom deal, in 

the middle of the night.”  Then, the Massachusetts Port Authority was a newly formed state entity funded 

exclusively by bonds. The bondholders did not collect taxes or public funds and therefore did not directly 

answer to the public, especially not the public of East Boston.39 The Port Authority seized Wood Island Park 

by eminent domain, and reshaped the land and its latitudes to expand Logan Airport in fulfillment of 

Boston’s modern destiny. Meanwhile, residents of East Boston mourned Wood Island’s bucolic, sprawling 
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and beautiful landscape. In the summer it was a place for both picnicking and sunning, where Sundays were 

spent in sleepy idyll. In the winter, children bundled up in hats, scarves and mittens brought their sleds and 

ice skates to the park, undeterred by Boston’s bitter chill.40 Frederick Law Olmstead designed the park, 

having intended it to be a jewel facing the ocean’s waters.  

 

Before Logan’s expansion, Neptune Road led to the sea. Its addresses were some of the most beautiful 

homes in East Boston, with elm trees that dappled in the sunlight, their long shadows extending over 

carefully tended gardens and soft-white sidewalks. Neptune led to Wood Island, and then onwards to the 

ocean itself.  To make room for a new runway, the Port Authority coerced residents who lived on the road to 

sell their properties. Marchi recalls, “When they bought houses in the neighborhood…they would tell you, 

you gotta sell to us, or else your house is going to be worthless…it was a real bad scene.” Men in suits 

knocked on doors and offered up deals to frazzled homeowners. Many tried to hold to their homes. but 

constant disruptions from construction, intimidation by Massport, and the installation of bright runway 

landing lights made it impossible to hang on.  Many residents of Neptune Road were forcibly relocated 

elsewhere, never to return.41   

 

Neptune Road now leads to Logan. It stops at the western edge of the airport, cut off by a parking lot and 

buildings that house the airlines’ in-flight dining companies. Its remnants can be found elsewhere: the 

name and dedication of an airport buffer park and the MBTA’s Wood Island station. Waves and a silhouette 

armed with trident hang on the side of Neptune Convenience, a liquor and convenience store that is tucked 

away from the highway by Bennington Street.  In these names are the ghosts that live on in the minds of 

today’s activists, even those who are too young to remember what once was. Once it had seized Wood 

Island, Massport moved swiftly to expand the airport into the enormous complex it is today, facing fierce 

opposition along the way.  Marchi recalls the tales of airport resistance that have since crystallized into 

fables. 

 

In 1968, Massport began carting fill through East Boston, which would level the ground of what was once 

Bird Island Flats. Today, the area now hosts the southern part of Logan Airport: a runway and the airport’s 

cargo flight facilities. In Jeffries Point, the trucks carrying the fill tore through Maverick Street, bringing 

pollution, and heavy traffic to a once quiet residential street. Dust and particles from the trucks coated the 

homes on the block, making life impossible for residents. Mothers feared for the safety of their children, 

who once played freely outside, only to return home once called in for dinner. 

      

A single rumor changed everything. Residents heard that someone’s child had been hit by one of these 

trucks.  A quiet rebellion began in a kitchen on this street, where the women of Jeffries Point decided to stop 
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the trucks themselves. Though the rumor turned out to be untrue, on one September day in 1968 around 

eight of the women of Maverick Street gathered in the middle of the road with their baby carriages. 42They 

were led by Anna DeFronzo, a fierce grandmother who with her gravelly smoker’s voice urged the women 

to come out of their homes and step into the path of the trucks. Young mothers, career women, and aging 

grandmothers took their inspiration from the other protest movements of the age, and faced the sixteen-

wheeler trucks that came barreling through their streets. They held the hands of small children in tow. 

Eventually more of the women came out of their homes to stand in front of the trucks, which became a part 

of the everyday routine. 43   

      

One night, at dusk, state police came armed with tear gas, prompting violent confrontations. The women 

who planned the protest had been savvy enough to alert the media, and the acts of civil disobedience caught 

the attention of evening newscasts. Eventually, Massport was forced to divert the trucks to a service road. 

One of these protestors was the late Mary Ellen Welch, Chris Marchi’s mother’s best friend. She would later 

go on to become a force in East Boston activism for years to come. Marchi recalled his “Auntie Mary,” the 

sweet but determined second grade teacher who used to take him and his siblings to the beach in her 

Volkswagen Beetle.   

 

“My mother really chose an amazing best friend. Mary Ellen was really just this captivating woman.” She 

taught classes of students at O’Donnell Elementary School.  In those days, she would write two things on the 

blackboard: her name, and the airport noise complaint phone number for Massport. 

      

Throughout his childhood, Marchi and other East Bostonians recalled days and evenings akin to a 

neighborhood in a warzone. Planes would graze the tops of triple decker homes, looming above as if 

conducting a bombing raid on the homes. At all hours of the day and nights, houses shook from their 

foundations with the noise and force of planes overhead, rattling the eardrums, teeth and bones of sleepy 

residents.44 Years following the taking of Wood Island and the protests of the Maverick Street Mothers, 

Marchi appeared on a poster, a small child facing a plane as it loomed above, captioned “East Boston is Not 

an Airport.” The phrase became a rallying cry for residents around Eastie’s neighborhoods who for years 

advocated for the soundproofing of homes and schools, a night time curfew for flights and new parkland to 

replace what used to be theirs. Later on, members of Marchi’s family volunteered and wrote for the East 

Boston Community News, a newspaper that documented many of Massport’s abuses and the protests, 

public hearings, victories and losses that occurred in East Boston for the years following Wood Island’s 

destruction. His father, a man with a mind for technical instrumentation and science, was hired by Massport 

as a community liaison. Marchi’s life seems to be one that has been indelibly influenced by the authority, its 

expansions and political machinations.   
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*** 

On a spit of foggy beach in Winthrop, a former lineman for the Baltimore Colts takes his morning run. It is 6 in 

the morning, and the dawn has not yet broken, though his footfalls against the sand are constant and 

unwavering. His jaw is square, and he stands well over six feet tall. The noise and pollution of the planes do 

not seem to bother him, though they land and take off just across the water. 45 He is a son of East Boston, 

though many there now consider him the bitterest of enemies. This was Ed King, “Monarch of Massport,” the 

Executive Director of the Port Authority, who ascended to the throne at 37 years old.46,47 He was once the 

highest paid state public official in the Commonwealth, even better compensated that the governor.48 His 

motto was simple: “never give in” To other airport executives, who counted themselves among the “movers 

and shakers” of the world, he was the general of machine progress.  

      

In the years following, residents fought with Ed King’s Massport over new parkland and noise and pollution. 

They packed public meetings and held rallies at the statehouse, eventually pressuring Governor Sargent to 

cancel plans for a new terminal and runway in 1971.49 They formed committees in kitchens and living rooms, 

painted signs and marched in the streets. Protests and drawn out public conflict became an essential part 

of the culture surrounding the airport, following in the legacy of the Maverick Street Mothers. By 1974, King 

was deposed and fired from the Port Authority though his influence over East Boston would continue longer 

into the future once he was elected governor in 1979. 50,51Struggles continued over the next few decades 

under a more benevolent Massport.  Though some of the hostility dissipated, the authority continued to 

impose traffic, noise and pollution on East Boston. New fights materialized over the decades. Through the 

1980s, Eastie’s residents worked to reduce the noise and traffic impacts of the Big Dig tunnel connecting the 

airport to South Boston.52  

 

All the while, activists worked to hold Massport accountable for the seizure of their Wood Island. They 

clawed back land and money, determined to fight for the community even if Massport had radically altered 

it. They demanded playgrounds, green fields and waterfront overlooks. What one finds across East Boston 

are not simply parks, but the result of drawn out negotiations, acts of public theater and long litigation 

processes. These are verdant compensations for the noise and pollution, fitful nights, hearing loss, rattled 

windows, asthma attacks and purchased inhalers.  Three examples of the fruits of activist labor follow.53,54 
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In July, 2015, Massport’s current CEO, Tom Glynn, dedicated a memorial. The Neptune Road Airport Edge 

Buffer opened in apologetic memory of the families that lost their homes to the airport. Glynn and past and 

current community leaders dedicated a plaque to the Maverick Street Mothers. Families whose ancestral 

homes on Neptune Road were lost were present at the gathering, as well as politicians and community 

leaders who had fought the seizures of home and land in decades past. In the summer celebration, there 

was an acknowledgement of unpaid debt, one that new parks and money may perhaps never fully return. 55 

While parks are a part of East Boston’s legacy, new arrivals and real estate developers see them as 

beautiful places, without knowing the kinds of sacrifices and demonstrations that it required to pull them 

from Massport’s closed hands.  

 

*** 

Marchi was pulled into airport activism by his family. He describes, “at one point in 1995, my sister called me 

up…she says to me, ‘we have to help Auntie Mary, she’s doing all this fighting on her own with the airport and 

we have to help her.’ And I love Auntie Mary so I said ‘sure, I’ll do it.’ And so we go to the airport meeting…all 

the first-generation fighters were there…that’s how I started.”  Marchi refers to a gathering convened by 

AIR, Inc or Airport Impact Relief, an advocacy organization whose members work o document and reduce 

Logan’s noise and pollution impacts.  

      

Today Marchi is 53 years old. He serves as the Vice President of AIR Inc., where he advocates for noise and 

pollution relief as well as education regarding health impacts. He is no longer the diminutive child in the 

poster, but a 6’1” tall baseball coach and the father to three children. He speaks in the shouted 

gregariousness of a lifelong Massachusetts resident, occasionally skipping over the r’s in the middle of 

words in animated fervor.  He easily rattles off facts and figures about decibel noises and regulations in 

obsessive detail, as if the numbers were imprinted on his palm. Marchi’s stories are rich with political 

squabbles, familial backstories, and the ways in which Massport’s tendrils have wound around the civic 

heart of East Boston politics.  Massport regularly donates money to causes around the neighborhood, 

providing an incentive for politicians to cooperate. The authority also doles out jobs and favors to officials 

around Eastie, while placating residents with funding for sorely needed services.   

 

Marchi notes, “you don’t fight an enemy by taking money from them.”  He muses that we are “far removed 

from the civil rights era,” an age bygone when neighbors in East Boston came together to fight Massport’s 

goliath.  “We’ve lost provenance over our own community.”  

 

***  
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In October 2017, Tom Glynn was back in the neighborhood. Under a beautiful white tent in Massport’s Piers 

Park, he and East Boston’s local politicians celebrated the acceptance of a mitigation package.  Many of 

Eastie’s local politicians are present, and Mayor Walsh is even invited to speak.  Former Maverick Street 

Mothers are in the crowd, as well as elementary school children from the school up the hill. The speeches 

are humorous, and make the crowd laugh.  Everyone takes a photograph and the uniformed school children 

make for what Marchi acerbically descibes as “happy-go-lucky” scene. Massport will fund an expansion to 

Piers Park, donate additional money to East Boston’s community foundation, fund a traffic study and provide 

the operating budget for a new senior center. In exchange, they plan to expand Logan’s international 

terminal E by 40 percent, in addition to adding 5,000 parking spaces to the airport.56   

 

 *** 

Gail Miller, a longtime parks activist and the President of Air Inc, describes the problem with this system of 

exchange, where “the most problematic issue we face is Massport’s notion of mitigation. Mitigation to them 

is basically throwing money out in the community. Mitigation to us is, don’t give us that money to support the 

Boys and Girls Club. While that is good and necessary; the bulk of the money should go towards improving 

noise and air quality impacts, which Massport is loath to do. That’s improving the quality of life for your 

residents. I think that legislators in general who are going through this recently, they seem to not get the 

message...they’ll see that 20-million-dollar commitment to a great park, and while that’s fine and good, 

because we want parks, it’s not addressing the real issue. Massport gets to grow, not get any pushback, and 

gets to stay on Beacon Hill.” 

 

Miller, Marchi and the other members of AIR, Inc. are working with public health researchers at Boston 

University to gather localized air quality data, which might buy them some leverage in future fights against 

expansion. These data were not previously available and to this date, the health effects of living next to 

Logan Airport have not been explored at such a fine grain.  Marchi hopes that the space and time-specific 

data that he will gather would be akin to a scene in Star Wars, the one where “Luke Skywalker finds the 

weakness in the Death Star.”  

*** 

Marchi is developing Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), a condition that occurs at a higher 

frequency for households living closer to the airport.  Still, he remains optimistic about the new monitoring 

program, and in what Eastie’s environmental movements’ ability could be if its members came together.   

 

“In the sixties, people knew their neighbors. They’d check in with each other when someone didn’t show up 

for a meeting. They knew each other and they’d care about each other. If we were to go to our neighbors and 

say ‘help us with our problems,’ we might have a chance.”   
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Aerial image of Wood Island Park, 1925. Via Massachusetts Digital Commonwealth.  
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“East Boston is Not an Airport” Protest Poster. Provided by Chris Marchi. 
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019) 
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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III.) Duncan Beach and its Scenery 

      

A lifelong resident of Eagle Hill, Lucy DelMuto grew up swimming in Chelsea Creek.  In the 1930s, the water 

had already grown slick with products of an oil company, which came to the creek ten years prior. Eagle Hill 

lacked the beaches on the other side of Eastie’s peninsula. Instead, DelMuto and the other children of Eagle 

Hill had the turbid water of the creek. Mr. Duncan, her neighbor, had a truckload of beach sand carted over 

the embankment.  Though the water was layered with oil and other detritus, the children of Eagle Hill would 

picnic on this makeshift beach in the 1930s, watching the boats pass by in the summer sun. Later,  industry 

came to Duncan Beach, and eventually left it by the 1970s. Duncan Beach grew wild, covered in trash, debris 

and the hollowed-out shells of rusty, abandoned cars. The grass grew tall around the debris, though the soil 

was imbued with toxins. For decades, DelMuto’s beach languished under the lax protection of the city, which 

did little to clean up the land facing the running water. 57    

 

Today, wader birds shuffle through the water on the banks of Chelsea Creek. They wander through the 

shallows, occasionally ruffling their soft white feathers. Above them is what became of Duncan Beach, now 

the Condor Street Urban Wild, a city owned park.  Underfoot is a cresting hill created from a mound of 

contaminated soil, capped, sealed, and buried lead and arsenic, a remediated and concealed industrial 

past.58 It’s a beautiful place, one to find respite on a summertime day.  Behind the park, children of today’s 

Eagle Hill play at the American Legion playground, their shouting and laughter punctuated by squeak of a 

swing or thudded stomp over the equipment. The birds continue their day unperturbed, nosing around for 

prey. It’s a mercifully sunny day. Despite the new life that has found this place, a hulking shadow looms 

overhead, casting a dark shade down to the water below.  

*** 

This part of Chelsea Creek is a Designated Port Area (or DPA). Since 1978, its banks have been reserved for 

maritime industry, or what’s left of it in Greater Boston. In the late 1970s, a building boom began to devour 

the city’s waterfront, and container shipping made the old ways of commercial transport obsolete.  The 

designation was a response to a fear that waterfront development might erase a canonized image of 

Bostonian industry, essential in defining the city’s maritime past, but also in preserving blue collar jobs. 

With few exceptions, Chelsea Creek is largely sealed off from the public by labyrinthine chain-link fences, 

airport hotels, yawning empty lots and decaying industry. Dr. Neenah Luna, an activist who lives in East 

Boston, describes that this was “an easy neighborhood, both on the Chelsea side and on the East Boston 

side, because you had a politically and economically marginalized group. You could play off of their fear, and 

their need for jobs.” Or more plainly, “you would never see a port area in the Upper Charles.”59 
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Next to the birds are enormous white cylinders, tanks that dominate the landscape, blocking the light below. 

Operated by Sunoco, the tanks above hold all of Logan Airport’s jet fuel, essential to the global mobility of 

the whole city and the vacations and business trips of transient professionals. There are PCBs, or industrial 

pollutants settled in the river bottom. From there, these contaminants travel up riverine food chains, 

eventually infusing in the river’s fish, lodged as fleshy deposits. Petroleum hydrocarbons, the chemical 

remnants of oil spills also flow through the water. During heavy downpours and snow melt, wastewater and 

bacteria from sewage mixes with rainwater and snowmelt, running off into the river. 60 Flows here follow 

into the Mystic, and then into the Harbor itself. Today, a “No Swimming” sign sits against the park fence.  

 

*** 

Further away from the park and playground is the Andrew McArdle Bridge, a rusty and precarious 

structure. Below, it vibrates with the force of traffic. A boat named Freedom pushes the water up, creating 

little waves around its small body which is colored in deep reds and fading yellows.  

      

Two small children, watch the Freedom go by, point with their mittened hands, and call out to their adult 

relatives behind them. A warning bell signals that the family must pause, and a worker raises the bridge to 

allow the boat to pass.  From here, the creek catches the light its reflective surface. The children’s 

excitement evokes a feeling of industrial sublime, a nostalgia for a time bygone. Below, road salt rises up 

into pinnacles, delicate and pristine in its piled mounds. It’s pushed around by blood orange dump trucks, 

which move like blocky Legos from above. These piles supply nearly all of the cities and towns in New 

England, encrusting sidewalks, tires and snow boots. Salt is tracked into the entryways of so many stacked 

apartments and offices in the city, leaving ghost-like traces of the creek on hardwood and linoleum.  Trucks 

distribute the salt throughout the region, with some of the resulting exhaust settling in the lungs of 

residents.  The Tobin Bridge’s cutting green geometry connects Chelsea to Boston. From here, it’s a 

picturesque structure, far away from the smog and noise of the cars it carries.  Further down the creek, 

there are more oil tanks, operated by Irving, Global and Gulf, which heat the apartments and homes of New 

Englanders, and provide gasoline fuel for cars following Expressway 1A and elsewhere. Oil, salt and fuel 

makes up a matter-of-fact grocery list of the material burdens carried by this place, relatively unknown to 

the majority of residents in the city.  As the boat moves through, and out of sight, it leaves soft waves in its 

wake.  

      

This is a normal scene here, at least for now.  

*** 

Just after New Year’s in 1969, gasoline leaked from two enormous tank trucks. Plumes of smoke and fire 

formed a pyre 100 feet tall, which licked along the banks of the creek. Firefighters raced to quell the flames, 
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and were able to stop them before they reached the nearby fuel drums. A worker on the East Boston side of 

the creek thought “the whole world was blowing up”61 

 

Though such events are not exactly common, longtime residents are well used to accidents, which seep into 

the creek and its banks all the time despite the assurances of the companies.  

 

Since this brush with catastrophe, a glut of oil has since poured into the creek; 100,000 gallons spilled from 

a barge just two years later in 1971, and the vandalism of train tank cars resulted in a 57,000 gallon spill in 

1973, spreading over the surface of the water that feeds the Belle Isle Marsh and the harbor.62 In 2000, a 

tugboat accidentally collided with an enormous tanker it was meant to be guiding, boring a hole into a hull. 

Around 59,000 gallons of fuel oil oozed out into the creek, outdoing the last major spill which took place in 

1994.63 More minor incidents fill in this timeline.  

 

Not far from here, a display fit for a Halloween night once overlooked Eagle Street.  Perched on a chain link 

fence was a family of plastic skeletons, complete with the ribbed figure of a dog. Inside the enclosure was 

the glow of blue and red lights, strung up to brighten a map of Eversource’s project taped inside.  Created by 

Empower East Boston, the group led by Channel Fish, the display appeared to the neighborhood as a morbid 

diorama, a warning about the purported dangers of the high voltage project.64 With this display and the 

videos Channel Fish representatives played at civic organizations, many residents fear that the substation 

may explode, or accidentally set the jet fuel nearby alight.  

      

Channel Fish ultimately took the display down after they received enough complaints from the community.  

But residents remain wary.  In its public filings and at public meetings, Eversource employees provided 

assurances that the project is perfectly safe, that no harm will come to residents as a result of its 

construction and operation. But for those who have built lives alongside a creek of lumbering tankers and 

roads bearing heavy trucks remain unconvinced. 

 

*** 

At an office nearby, John Walkey sits at a conference table. For this conversation, he brings with him an 

oversized map of Chelsea Creek, a landscape he has encyclopedic knowledge of. He is the waterfront 

coordinator for GreenRoots, the Chelsea-based environmental justice organization that organized 

residents against the substation. Walkey looks the part of the veteran organizer; his hair is greying, and he 

tends to speak with his hands, his tone conveys a measured patience and a sardonic humor. 
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He describes the ways in which his organization and others have worked to protect Chelsea and East 

Boston from the industries around the river, while also restoring access to the water. Walkey is a lifetime 

resident of East Boston, currently living in East Boston’s Eagle Hill neighborhood. In the aughts, organizing 

by the residents convened by GreenRoots stopped the siting and construction of a diesel burning power 

plant on the Chelsea side of the river. 65Archetypically, the site was very close to an elementary school. Even 

more archetypically, Chelsea and has some of the highest child asthma rates in the entire state.66  

      

Walkey explains how in Chelsea “You’ve got three sides of the city being surrounded by water and yet 

nobody had access to it...and over the years there were a lot of projects advocating for open space, and then 

there was a focus on the waterfront for a lot of advocates.” Chelsea Creek flows up and around the City of 

Chelsea as a much smaller tributary, Mill Creek. Walkey explains how the Mill Creek side used to be an 

industrial clay pit, and then a dump. Now the City of Chelsea maintains the Mill Creek Walkway, a small 

green space and preserved salt marsh. Island End on the Chelsea/Everett border faces an Exxon Mobil oil 

terminal, which in 2006, spilled another 15,000 gallons of oil into the creek, seeping black tar down into the 

waters.67 It is not difficult to imagine how exhausting these types of reactive fights are, for residents and 

community groups alike.  

      

Lately, GreenRoots has turned to the waterfront in thinking about justice and quality of life, in pushing for 

the remediation of open space, and the development of parkland alongside the river.  Within a coalition 

spanning both sides of the river, GreenRoots and other groups helped create Condor Street Urban Wild, and 

advocated for the remediation of another former industrial site, which used to be occupied by abandoned oil 

drums. Today, Walkey describes how his organization has a working relationship with the industrial 

businesses facing the creek. Most of the petroleum companies alongside the creek meet regularly with 

GreenRoots via a business roundtable. Some are guilty of violating pollution permits, but Walkey 

characterizes the relationship as more cordial than adversarial. GreenRoots has also come to a “detente” 

with Eastern Salt, the family owned road salt business, after they agreed to cap their piles and clean up 

some of their practices. The company even sits next to a pocket industrial park, or PORT, which offers 

similar views of boats and barges.  

      

On the East Boston side of the river, the Sunoco oil tanks line space between the water and the freeway.  

One winter morning, the billboard on Bennett Street is a Dunkin’ Donuts ad. It’s a reminder that this is 

Boston, a place that once celebrated its unpretentiousness and dirty water. Though it goes overlooked now, 

this waterway is city’s industrial past and present, far removed from the pristine running paths along the 

Charles River, or the condominiums that have come to line the city’s southern harbor.  It is a peculiar place, 

nearly bygone in Boston’s accelerant, cosmopolitan future. Boston follows the trajectory of post-industrial 
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cities around the globe, whose economic production is no longer material in nature.  Chelsea Creek is a 

place demonstrative of the hidden burdens required for these urban lifestyles, the dirty secret and lionized 

heart of the post-industrial city.  

*** 

In the late 90s, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts spent $120,000 removing jersey barriers it had put up 

in the Mary O’Malley Park, a public green space. The park touches the water at the base of Admiral Hill, a 

former military barracks that was cleaned up, sold and developed into condominiums. Latino youth from 

Chelsea had come to play soccer in the park, to the irritation of condo-dwellers, who saw the space as their 

own. Barriers went up to prevent children from kicking around soccer balls. Chelsea residents organized 

themselves and shamed the state to take them down, while decrying the barriers as racist. The waterfront 

is a site of particular contestation, here and in parts of the city, as property values rise and new populations 

move into Chelsea and East Boston. 

  

If one were to wander further north into Chelsea, you might come across an odd structure, called One North 

of Boston. It’s further away from the river, and its four stories tower over the homes it faces. Everything 

about the complex is overwhelmingly geometric. Its facade is bedecked with a grid while its garages are 

caged with a checkered fence.  

      

Walkey says “…when I see the people who live there, and you hear them speak, you can tell they’re the 

homesteaders, the first gentrifying process who come in from who knows there. They have concierge 

service and a gym…and it is so much cheaper than the South End. But they’re afraid to leave and walk around 

the neighborhood. I hear them when they drink at Mystic Brewery… ‘I’m living in One North, I don’t really get 

out much, I don’t feel comfortable walking the neighborhood!”  With the improvement of Chelsea, has come 

new kinds of changes, where young professionals moving to a new part of town are bewildered by Spanish 

speaking grocers and neighbors.    

      

Walkey describes the port designation as a “double edged sword” which often prevents the development of 

waterfront amenities that would improve life in East Boston and Chelsea, but dampens property values 

enough that it prevents the displacement of working-class people.  On the Chelsea side, he envisions a 

future where the DPA is buffered by light industry and parkland, keeping property values low and providing 

jobs for the immigrant population. It’s a future he’s optimistic about, though the East Boston side of the 

creek may not meet the same fate. Industry, nuisance as it can be sometimes, acts as a protective sealant. 

On the Chelsea side, the DPA is the only point of waterfront access, meaning that unless the designation is 

legislatively lifted, there are few opportunities to develop Chelsea’s waterfront with the luxury residential.  
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“In Boston you’re fighting the market...In Chelsea, we might be able to find a solution.” Walkey refers to the 

relative isolation of Chelsea, and the small-town amenability of its politicians to community groups.   

      

On the East Boston side of the creek, development has sprouted all around waterfront. Cranes are always 

on the horizon, bright signals imposed of what’s already arrived on the peninsula. Property values have 

increased astronomically, and continue to rise every year. As new apartments line the waterfront, they 

provide semblance of public access, but may ultimately seal off the area from people who live there.  HYM 

Properties, a multimillion-dollar developer, is currently in the process of developing Suffolk Downs, an old 

horse racetrack near Revere and the Belle Isle Marsh. The 161-acre property is one of the biggest in Greater 

Boston, a smorgasbord of all the kinds of new amenities that have come to characterize Bostonian 

development in the 2010s. Its sun-kissed renderings look peculiarly like those of the Seaport just across the 

harbor.  The vision is gargantuan, where HYM envisions adding nearly half the population of East Boston to 

its new units. The property developers propose adding 10,000 new units, no small ambition, relative to East 

Boston’s 45,000 residents. 68 Suffolk Downs presses against the Irving Oil tank farm, separated by the 

expressway. These white cylinders are present in the company’s rendering, though only as an unlabeled 

afterthought.  

      

Walkey says “they’ve been saying that the oil tanks are eventually going to go away. Because no one really 

wants to live next to oil tanks, and the only people that do are poor people.”  

      

However, the oil companies have no immediate intention of leaving, and there is the port designation to 

contend with for this or any potential future developer. In any case, the waterfront is wedged in between 

chemical spills and condominiums. Parks activists like Walkey and others in East Boston and Chelsea see 

the waterfront as a symbolic frontier, where preserving land for the public can prevent its colonization by 

developers seeking to crowd out less affluent residents, while also vastly improving quality of life for 

current residents.  

  

***   

At Lucy DelMuto’s Duncan Beach, and today’s Condor Urban Wild, a mother walks her two children to watch 

the boats in the water. The girl is dressed in a pink jacket, hood pulled up to cover her ears from the chill. 

Though she squabbles with her other brother for a minute, the family finds a peace sitting at a bench 

together.  Even the tanks above do not block out the sunshine.  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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Photograph by Saritha Ramakrishna (2019)  
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IV.) Kayaking Around Condominiums 

On March 4th of 2018, flooding from the region’s bombogenesis storm poured into East Boston. Various 

social media feeds showed cars trapped in the inundation, dirty water running over the sides of roads and 

grocery store parking lots. In lieu of a car, one man chose a different way through the brackish water. He 

found himself kayaking through the streets, bobbing precariously in the running water, making slow 

progress across Lewis Street.69 He paddled through the accumulated water in a bright orange boat, 

lifejacket strapped on, just in case the worst should happen. His likeness went viral. People who saw the 

image realized that the waters surrounding East Boston have already begun their rolling encroachment.  

They will not stay subdued for long. 

*** 

Some parts of East Boston smell like salt and sea air. Occasionally, in Maverick Center, a gull lands, 

apparently lost in looking for the shoreline in the bustle of commuters leaving the train station.  In many 

parts of Eastie, water is the inconstant boundary in between new construction and old industry. Though 

children used to swim in Chelsea Creek’s polluted flow, the days are long gone. During storms, water pools 

upward into grocery store parking lots and the elbows of streets to find its level. It is easy to forget the 

water until it is there, flooding basements along Jeffries Point, collecting in the parking lot of Eastie’s only 

grocery story or lapping at the sands of Constitution Beach. The harbor had always been a working port, 

where lobstermen and longshoremen came to the water to sustain their livelihoods.  But today, the Seaport 

to Eastie water taxi route is a nautical dream for developers.  Beautiful harbor walks lit with golden light and 

briny shoreline live in the renderings of these new buildings, which bear names echoing a maritime past. It 

remains to be seen whether the water will take back this place in the decades to come.  

      

*** 

A couple weeks following the bombogenesis, Heather O’Brien and her colleague Magdalena Ayed pulled 

Heineken bottles out of scraggly beach shrubs, the shattered green glass mixing with the curved surface of 

sea shells. They worked in Bayswater Park, which faces the airport. From the cloudy horizon, one can watch 

the planes lumber along in the far distance.  O’Brien is a Community Planner and Organizer for the 

Harborkeepers, a community environmental organization in East Boston. Ayed is its Executive Director. 

Theirs is a relatively new organization, which seeks to redefine East Boston as a waterfront community. 

That spring, it was a simple beach clean-up that brought O’Brien, Ayed and a few other volunteers to this 

cloudy piece of shoreline. It was a windy day, one where the trash bags were buffeted, unceremoniously 

sending some of the plastic detritus back onto the beach. But O’Brien, and Ayed had been determined, 

finding chip bags under smoothly weathered rocks, crushed beer cans and torn plastic bags littering the 

cold sand. Afterwards, they weighed the trash, documenting the progress made.  

***  
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The Harborkeeper’s office is small and amiably claustrophobic, knick-knacks, stickers and post-its covers 

the desk space. Heather is animated and bright blonde, excited to provide a tour.  From the icy balcony, the 

office overlooks City Yards and the potential future site of the Eversource substation. The walls are covered 

in maps of East Boston, satellite imagery of all the jagged landforms and architectures. In this space, 

O’Brien offers insight about her community. She’s been living in the Orient Heights neighborhood for nearly 

six years. She, Magdalena and other neighborhood activists have organized community cleanups, 

coordinated emergency preparedness trainings, taught environmental education to Eastie children, and 

continue to expand these efforts. 

 

O’Brien makes it plain that the waterfront in East Boston is a site of symbolic and literal contest in these 

neighborhoods. Between the airport, industrial contamination and now luxury development, East 

Bostonians might consider themselves part of a coastal community, one that has a relationship with the 

harbor, the ocean, and the creek.  

 

“Rising sea levels has put it in the forefront of people’s minds. You see the FEMA flood maps, and the 

projections and you begin to realize. It’s also a cost, when you put this burden of rising sea level on the 

community, because of the flood insurance. And people hear that their landlords have had to up the rent to 

pay for that.” 

 

According to a survey by the Harborkeepers, only half of East Boston residents have homeowners’ or 

renters’ insurance. In Massachusetts, the average annual price of flood insurance is $700.  But this figure is 

dependent on the flood history of an area; many parts of East Boston are designated high risk areas; 

premiums might be significantly higher than this average value.  The costs of owning a home might 

dramatically increase in the near future, for property owners and tenants whose rents may increase as a 

result.  

      

East Boston’s peninsular isolation has also lead O’Brien and others to think about what unequal futures 

might materialize in the case of an emergency, especially for its linguistically isolated populations.  

      

“We had a community meeting a couple years ago about emergency preparedness. It was in the aftermath of 

Superstorm Sandy, and we were thinking if winds and currents had been a teeny tiny different, it could have 

been us. It showed people in the environmental sector how ill prepared people have been. East Boston is 

really cut off from everything, besides that tiny, tiny strip of land going into Beachmont. That water would’ve 

been anywhere. Both of the tunnels would have been flooded.  And we have a lot of people who don’t have 



  

69 
 

access to a car who would have nowhere to go. We have immigrants from South America that don’t have 

family in the next town over. It really brought to the forefront a lot of things that we are not prepared for.”  

      

East Boston is unlike South Boston, in that parkland does not buffer housing, storefronts and infrastructure 

as neatly. Rotting and decrepit parts of piers, docks and old industrial centers have left parts of the 

shoreline vulnerable to an inundation of a different kind. 

      

“We’re not like South Boston, which is buffered by some parkland that’s owned by the state…in East Boston 

we don’t have that...we’ve had waterfront very close to development. We’re going to have people kayaking 

around these luxury buildings along the waterfront?” 

      

The shoreline becomes an aspiration, a frontier.   

      

***  

In Eagle Hill, flooding concerns most residents who publicly opposed the Eversource substation. 

Eversource built its substation calibrated to FEMA’s 500-year storm water levels, with a small buffer. 70The 

siting board found this to be satisfactory in its final ruling. However, FEMA’s flood maps are notoriously 

controversial, and only consider historic flooding, versus forward-looking projections, a necessity as the 

climate changes. Given the predictions for sea level rise in East Boston, residents are re-evaluating the 

possibilities for its waterfront, having grown wary of new development of any kind.  

      

To Dr. Marcos Luna, a resident of Eagle Hill and geography professor, Eversource has failed to demonstrate 

that the substation can withstand flooding.  “…the flood analysis that was done by Eversource’s consultant, 

is not incorrect. It doesn’t actually take a position or make a recommendation...they didn’t present the risks 

in a way that would be accessible to a non-expert audience...they had nothing that shows the projections for 

the flood extent in the future.”  

  

Dr. Luna produced his own representations, which were distributed by GreenRoots to residents in 

opposition to the project, forming the basis for how residents understand its risks.  He utilized the city’s 

forward-looking projections, as well as hurricane flood projections by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. He 

found that the substation is within the city’s projections for sea level rise between 2050 and 2070, depending 

on the estimate. In the case of a Superstorm Sandy, the substation is in a hurricane evacuation zone, of 

particular vulnerability. The homes in Eagle Hill do not fall within the city’s projections for sea level rise, and 

will likely stay drier than those in Jeffries Point or closer to Maverick Square. 71 
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“When I talked to the residents about the maps that I had generated, they were struck and didn’t recognize or 

comprehend what the maps in Eversource’s reports meant. It wasn’t a good way to communicate with 

community. The documentation that was provided [by Eversource] around flood analysis and their 

consultants doesn’t say that that’s a good place to put it…Any decision as to whether it’s a good idea to put 

that there is entirely on the shoulders of Eversource and the EFSB.”  The language that the consultant uses 

is neutral, and passes on the risk of flooding to the utility. 

      

The matter becomes one of representation, where maps shape the public’s perceptions of the project, one 

mired in impossibly technical detail.  

      

Dr. Luna describes what he would like to see in place of an electrical substation.  

      

“For this particular location, it would be wise to put in something that can be flooded safely. Something that 

assists the natural processes, the wetlands to naturally recover.  So it can just handle being underwater for 

a long period of time, and it’s no big deal.”  Residents in opposition to the substation have expressed interest 

in a soccer field, one that could handle a creek swollen with pollutants, rain and high tide, in addition to the 

Condor Street Urban Wild. With so much of Eastie exposed to water, the substation inspires fear in 

residents, who wonder what would happen to them living near this facility during the next big storm .  

      

In his words, “The seawall has to be strengthened otherwise that land is going to sink back into the creek.”  

      

*** 

From Piers Park, the city’s skyline is being methodically edited, new development appearing seeming out of 

nowhere.  Cranes are everywhere, in the distance, overhead, and next door. The housing market is different 

than it once was, where new construction is funded by money wrapped up in more money, securitized and 

traded in global markets. Bets are always being hedged. For now, the water is calmer than the skyline. It is 

subdued, lapping at the shore below, while the boats of the sailing center bob up and down in the current.  

      

The nautically-derived Clippership Wharf and Portside at East Pier are located just a few minutes away on 

the Western side of the peninsula, close to Maverick Square.  They loom over Lewis Street, the temporary 

waterway traversed by the kayaker during Eastie’s bombogenesis. Both are projects decades in the making 

having transferred hands between developers in building cycles of boom and bust. Portside is already 

leasing, and Clippership is slated to open soon, to bring in the next wave of young professionals. There is no 

playground on the property, but there is a dog park, a telling sign of who this place will belong to. Besides a 

few joggers, only flower pots and bikes on balconies indicate that people live here. The architecture 
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overwhelms, where the facades seem indistinguishable from a college dormitory.  Where the buildings are 

not gray and geometric, they are primary-colored, red, and orange, the colors donned by construction 

workers or emergency responders.  

 

The land underneath the Portside development was leased to its developers by Massport, which instead of 

developing the land for public use or returning it back to the state, receives rental income from this 

burgeoning new real estate.  The beautiful parkland next door that was so reluctantly handed over by the 

Port Authority decades ago is likely a great help to Lendlease and Roseland, the two developers that 

manage the properties.    

      

These structures aggressively crowd the harbor, save the tiny strip of road that is East Pier Drive, where 

landscape workers are taking their break.  Though technically, anyone can access this part of the 

waterfront, the complexes are unwelcoming. Their apartment buildings look down in the pedestrian in the 

way of a fortress. Clippership’s developers plan to create a tideland park on its harbor-facing side, in order 

to protect the building and its tenants from the rising waters.  Parts of the development will be raised 

upward of 25 feet, to allow for “intentional flooding.”72  

 

*** 

In 2050, parts of Portside and Clippership Wharf will be severely susceptible to storm surges and flooding, 

per projections by the city, which counts this area in its 10% coastal flooding probability. Perhaps water 

would over the Zipcar car dock, or the tiny dog park in the middle of Portside’s complex. In O’Brien vision, it’s 

2050 and kayakers skirt the edges of geometric glass, observed in nonchalance from a top floor balcony. 

Paddlers in hand, they pass by the Portiside market, a grocery store full of artisanal cheese and pink wines, 

“No Trespassing” signs affixed to the sides of the buildings. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Storytelling 

Place and Memory 

Places are steeped in individual and collective memory. A neighborhood is not simply an artful 

arrangement of homes, streets, parks, schools or shops. Nor is it simply a web of interacting nodes, inputs, 

outputs, and dependencies, akin to an engineer’s drawing. Rather, its geographies are animated by stories, 

those told by both its past and current residents.  Stories are the way by which people explain and 

understand how their community evolved the way that it did, and what might happen to it in the future. These 

narratives provide a place a fundamental but fluid identity. Places and their features become symbols 

which convey joy, grief, belonging and change:  a beautiful park is a bitterly fought victory, a dilapidated 

playground a symbol of neglect, a looming condominium complex a represented betrayal. In reality, there 

are no neutral objects.  Of course, not every resident or visitor sees or interprets place with the same 

embedded moralities. Places “have a social reality, a psychological reality, perhaps even a mythical reality, 

consisting of past events, images, stories and various other aspects that are difficult to pin down.73 People 

tell different stories, and places contain a multiplicity of narratives and moral tableaus, which shift and 

overlap with time and circumstance.  

Not only do these stories color the minutiae of the everyday, they also shape how residents understand 

technical planning and policy decisions.  Specifically, stories background resident perception of the risks 

and potential benefits of future decisions, their capacity to influence these decisions, and their relationships 

to institutions and decision-making authority. In addition to placing institutions and actors on a moral 

continuum, stories express how residents conceptualize their relative power. However official planning 

and policy-setting processes are not often concerned with narrative and the ways in which community 

reflect how residents understand planning decisions.74  Institutions and decision makers do not necessarily 

see or consider these stories when they draft budgets, site infrastructure, develop zoning code or approve 

development projects.   

The “Professional” Planner and Subjectivity  

Planners rarely focus on narrative. Instead they consider narrative to be agnostic to technical methods of 

evaluation and decision-making. In fact, planners use these methods to create a semblance of objectivity 

around their practice and qualify their professional positions via this purported objectivity.75 They rely on 

technocratic processes of measurement and characterization to describe reality in a way that might be 

acted on only by expert practitioners like themselves .76 The evidence planners use is derived from expert 

testimony and codified methodologies of analysis, invoked to adhere to a purported standard of scientific 

rationality. Implicatively, “much of the planning literature is the view that planners can and should avoid the 
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consideration of substantive ethical questions.”77  Alternatively, stories are messy, subjective and 

impossible to compare without making moral judgements. Often, planners and policymakers do not 

consider the stories members of the public provide on the floors of high school gymnasiums, community 

centers and city council chambers with the same weight as the results of technical analysis. When relying 

wholly on technical analysis and prescribed procedure, planning professionals can avoid taking a moral or 

political position.  

Because the work of creating and cataloging stories and narratives is laborious and laden with moral 

complexity, planners rely on discrete methodologies of analysis by which different interests with subjective 

understandings of the project can be reconciled. For example, cost-benefit analysis prescribes that a 

regulatory or planning decision be made to maximize overall public benefit, without necessarily 

quantitatively considering the distribution of costs and benefits within the construct of the “public.” 

Standardized descriptors may also be part of analyses. For example, a project proponent may need to 

demonstrate “minimal impact” to natural resources between several considered project alternatives, 

conducted and considered in technical isolation. This constitutes the aerial, discrete view of the impact of 

one specific project, as opposed to the longer histories within the project’s context.  Such methods can 

subsume the surrounding context into comment, which becomes an endnote or caveat, without the 

rhetorical power that a technical method may have.  In operating within codified parameters, methods of 

analysis and the resulting recommendations obfuscate the underlying narratives, politics, and social 

values operationalized and legitimized by that method.78  For example, cost-benefit analysis describes 

what is most efficient for society as a whole in its current state, without considering distributional effects or 

historic injustices. It also considers the consumer decisions of individuals as a proxy for preference, as 

opposed to their opinions as civic participants.  

Though such methods have their own moral implications, they seem apolitical under the auspices of 

scientific rationality. Specifically,  

“….value-laden “thick ethical concepts” (i.e., descriptive concepts with strong normative-ethical 

connotations) are often used in assessments, including those for framing the problems (Putnam, 

2004) [include] “efficiency,” “vulnerability,” “risk” and “development.” The widespread, mistaken 

belief in value-free science opens the door wide for the deliberate misuse or unintentionally 

misguided use of expertise in policy—notably for policy-prescriptive assessments through implied 

ethical judgments already at the level of problem framing .”79. 80 

It is not only the values embedded in analytical method that are obfuscated, but also the everyday meaning 

of the results of analytical practice. 
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Planning and governance by way of technocratic analysis can discourage residents without training from 

civic participation, especially when the ways by which residents can influence such analyses are unclear.  

Decision makers may solicit or allow public comment, without making it clear how exactly stakeholder 

opinions will influence the process.  Public input is relegated to the collection bin of “public comment” 

where individuals or community groups may be able to voice their opinions, but have little impact besides 

this simple action. This particular method of governance also contributes to the confusion surrounding 

authority and influence in planning and policymaking, where institutions are unknowable to the average 

person. For example, public officials may be more convinced to invest in a park based on the dollar value of 

health benefits it brings to a community, as opposed to the testimony of residents who describe why such a 

park is needed. Or alternatively, resident testimony may only be taken seriously when accompanied with 

such a technically-derived justification. While the former type of justification may be more professionally 

and scientifically valid, relying purely on analytical methods to allocate amenities and hazards in a 

neighborhood may be bewildering or incomprehensible to the people living in the area.  

Technocracy’s subjective qualities are obfuscated by analytical and scientific presentation, and are never 

free from ideology or world view.  As a result, it is difficult for individual citizens to trace the everyday 

effects top-down and technocratic planning and policy-setting have on their everyday realities, and even 

more difficult for individual citizens to find a place for their own intervention in planning processes. The 

impacts of budget setting, management decisions, and high-level planning processes on health and 

livelihoods are not readily understood by the general public, and are oftentimes inconsiderate of public 

perception. While concerns about the gap between the public and the institutions that govern them are not 

unique to this particular age, trust in institutions and the public sector now is markedly low. 81 

Deregulation, privatization and the splintering of governance structures further compound these issues of 

trust and transparency. Today, private sector actors provide many essential services to communities and 

governing bodies. For example, a resident in opposition to a rate increase in a municipalized (or city-

owned) electric utility may have some sense of who to speak to in order to express a grievance. In the case 

where a utility is investor-owned, a resident may have to go through a number of regulators to access 

information about the rate increase, some of which may not be readily provided by a utility that is beholden 

to investors, versus the customers in its service areas. When governance regimes are splintered in such a 

way, regulators must apply increasingly discrete and manipulatable standards of operational efficiency, 

cost effectiveness, and impact minimization to private actors, further alienating residents from the services 

that affect their everyday lives. Such a process is likely to be even more alienated from and dismissive of 

context-specific community history.  When private sector actors are deeply involved in planning 

proceedings or in providing essential services to residents, it becomes even more difficult for residents to 

understand where their opinions and concerns influence final outcomes.  
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Environmental Hazards, Governance and Narrative 

These problems are especially severe in the management of the natural environment and infrastructure. 

Residents understand the air, water, land and infrastructure by how they affect their own bodies and lives. 

However, because of the technical nature of the issue, policies and planning decisions in this area are based 

on complex predictions, where risks to health and quality of life are seemingly balanced with economic 

interest. Standards and procedures are uniform and discrete, when, in reality, environmental amenities and 

hazards are cumulative as they are experienced in the everyday, and not fully separate from their emotional 

associations. For example, a community located next to a freeway may experience high rates of respiratory 

illness as a result of vehicle exhaust. If a new company applies for a permit to discharge pollutants into a 

nearby water body, even if the company is under the prescribed legal threshold, residents already 

experiencing one hazard may be especially concerned about the introduction of another. If these same 

residents had experienced infrastructural failures, such as an oil spill, they may also not necessarily trust 

government standards and regulators to properly protect their health. Water, air and land are full of social 

memory, even if these memories are not necessarily accounted for in the threshold standards for 

pollutants or hazard introduction. Even if an infrastructure is not apparently hazardous, it may detract from 

quality of life, symbolize neglect from planners or policymakers, or depending on the perspective being 

considered, reflect the relative powerlessness of community members.  

Because environmental hazards are often slow to affect populations, spatially ambiguous in their effects, 

and difficult to trace in terms of the entities responsible for them, the collective experience of communities 

becomes crucial in environmental planning. Similarly, slow-to-occur environmental problems such as 

lead poisoning from paint in houses, respiratory disease from freeway pollution, or displacement due to 

high flood insurance costs are not disasters in themselves, but meaningfully affect the lives of those 

involved.82Budget cuts and land use conflicts are not often “news” in the same way as a flood or hurricane 

but can have material impacts on the lives and bodies of the people surrounding them. Mainstream media 

reporting is less likely to include these “non-events” or processes that amount to institutional violence, 

influencing how governments create (or do not create) policy or planning decisions to remedy these issues. 

As such, without the inclusion of resident stories in policy making and planning processes, these instances 

of “slow violence” may go unnoticed and unaddressed.  

Because the health effects and dangers associated with environmental hazards do not occur immediately, 

they are reduced to a socially tolerable notion of “risk” in the realm of cost-benefit analysis. These risks are 

disproportionately borne by minority, immigrant and working-class populations. Risks may be imposed on 

communities through environmental review and assessment processes that are protracted, opaque, and 

dismissive of the concerns of citizens who express opposition to decisions in plain language that is not 

within the legalistic or analytical constraints of expert practitioners. Risk assessment produces 
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infrastructural forms in the built environment, which may cause harm to the health, safety and livelihoods 

of historically neglected populations.  For example, inadequate investment in water treatment 

infrastructure can and has led to developmental problems in children; the siting of a potentially hazardous 

facility can result in higher asthma rates near where planners placed it. Inadequate protection from 

flooding can produce dangers for communities located near industrial waterfronts. Converting a former 

park to industrial use can significantly decrease health and quality of life in a neighborhood. Similarly, 

individuals experiencing the effects of a particular environmental justice issue may be able to recount the 

risks or effects they face within their communities, but may not know which public process is responsible 

for these effects, or to which institution to explain concerns or grievance. Community histories and 

collective memory are essential in understanding how a public sees the institutions that make decisions on 

their behalf.  Storytelling is an essential act in producing and sharing knowledge of the multiple hazards and 

injustices affecting a community, regardless of whether institutions recognize it as such.  

Alternative Perspectives in Planning 

In the late 20th century and early 21st century, planning scholars such as Leonie Sandercock and Peter 

Marriss proposed that storytelling and narrative were essential tools of planning.83,84 These authors 

considered storytelling an inherent part of the planning process, whether considering the world through 

quantitative methodology or otherwise. According to Peter Marris, storytelling has been relegated to one of 

four roles in planning and policymaking: 1.) narrative is ignored in favor of technocracy or scientific methods 

of decision making, 2.) one narrative is assumed to be the objectively “correct” way of seeing a decision and 

the history associated with it, 3.) narratives are clumsily compromised in an effort to unify them into a single 

worldview, and 4.) narrative is deemed unimportant relative to the present roles played by members of a 

society. Marris presents a fifth way of considering narrative in planning, the consideration of multiple, 

subjective realities as being in dialogue with one another. This approach allows for a richer, more complex 

portrayal of a situation. 85 

With these teeming subjectivities, Forester, another advocate for narrative practice, describes how stories  

“do particular kinds of work: descriptive work of reportage; moral work of constructing character 

and reputation (of oneself and other); political work of identifying friends and foes, interests and 

needs, and the play of power in support and opposition, and most important [...], deliberative work of 

considering ends and means, values and options, what is relevant and significant, what is possible 

and what matters, all together.”86  

A story is an “assemblage of concepts, subjects, objects and events. It articulates, criteria and values, 

events and episodes, flights and climaxes, heroes and villains, foreground and background.”87 A story 

contains any number of “data,” where descriptors and tropes can explain what happened from multiple 
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perspectives, the morality of the events, the histories that lead up to it, the details that are important about 

an event and why. Different information is contained in narrative and artistic products than demographic 

statistics, spatial data, or legalistic recounting. Throgmorton argues that stories “draw attention to the 

noncommensurability of the valuable things” while emphasizing “the priority of perceptions” and the 

“ethical value of emotions.”88  In seeing or planning through stories, landscapes and infrastructures are no 

longer material or even relational; they become political and emotional in ways that can be dizzying, 

contradictory or difficult to interpret.  

These scholars recommend that planners listen to resident stories, to create “development that is in line 

with actual needs and will enhance the quality of life of local communities.”89 This type of work requires 

planning professionals to not only be staid professionals, but morally aligned actors. Zitcer describes how 

planners can be more attune to the bubbling subjectivities of place, which can be overwhelming, confusing 

and alienating.90 While the complexities of the city might be sanitized away through qualified analytic 

method, Zitcer describes the creative work of New York intellectual Marshall Berman, who describes that 

living in the modern city is to “make oneself at home in the maelstrom, to make its rhythms one’s own, to 

move within its currents in search of the forms of reality, of beauty, of freedom, of justice that its fervid and 

perilous flow allows.”91 Perhaps planners themselves might make peace with this maelstrom of 

subjectivities, rather than seeking to scrub out histories for the sake of expediency or “objectivity.” From 

this perspective, storytelling helps fulfill a greater democratic ideal in planning. 

More recent scholarly work has also considered narrative as the basis for characterizing a conflict. Pojani 

conducts interviews with citizens in post-Soviet countries in order to understand the stories they tell about 

proposed changes in public spaces, while Bontje catalogs narrative as a means of understanding 

institutional structures and policies in the case of a shoreline erosion prevention program in Sweden. 92,93 

Authors like Beauregard describe how media like photographs, maps, stories and other representations 

can affect planning processes, their outcomes, and public perception of these outcomes long after a conflict 

is over.94  These explorations of narrative as it relates to planning are not considered conventional 

viewpoints or practices in the planning discipline. 

Narrative is also embedded in the ideological grounding of institutions. There exists a body of literature 

consisting of ethnographies of infrastructure and official institutional policies. Such work explicates the 

social, financial, and consequently narrative foundations of the built environment, which are oftentimes 

apparent in the landscape, but not fully understood for their institutional ties, inputs, outputs and associated 

services. This recent work describes how the production of infrastructure is fundamentally a 

representation of the governance structures, financial mechanisms, and legal pathways by which 

construction was approved, financed, and legitimized. This literature provides theory on how infrastructure 
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manifests and is utilized, and how these mechanisms of use and manifestation may be studied. Anand, in a 

study of the stakeholder’s surrounding Mumbai’s water system describes how  

“Pipes, in this sense, turn out not to be about pipes but about their production as a representational 

form that allows reports to be written, budgets to be satisfied, and sponsors to be mollified. A pipe 

may not be attached to an effluent disposal system, but it is attached to techniques of regulation, 

audit, and administration. Its material form is transposed from a hollow tube to digits on a budget 

and words on a page, and all these forms—as hollow tube, as number, as series of letters—are 

pipes. All are material embodiments of a pipe in differing forms that allow them to move in differing 

circulatory regimes. Pipes turn out to be documents.”95 

This conceptualization of infrastructure and its antecedents is important when considering the gap 

between citizens affected by it, and the governance structures producing it. Understanding the material 

products of institutional processes requires a deep understanding of the analyses, policies, and 

representations that allowed these products to exist as they do.   

Issues of climate and environment manifest themselves via complex causal chains, or over long periods of 

time, through complex and technical institutional decision-making processes. Because of these properties, 

stories are essential to moral or normative critique, especially within this thematic issue area. Scholars 

have turned their attention to the public perception of these issues, and the ways in which the public 

conceptualizes their relevance to daily life.  Brulle describes how efforts to “game” public opinion through 

targeted messaging that is optimized towards progressive environmental action do not fulfill an objective 

of democratizing discourse on the issue.96  That is to say, storytelling is not simply a tool for effective 

messaging by governments or environmental advocacy organizations that want a public to agree with them 

about a static truth or fact. By simply trying to get people to “believe” in climate change, one presents a 

simplistic, abstract argument, siloed within a single-issue area. By meaningfully exploring the stories told 

about one specific community, one can instead understand how climate change interacts with systemic 

issues within the realm of housing and land use. In this way, storytelling is not just a method of conveyance 

for technical professionals to convey given truths to a wider populace, but a means of discovery.  Narrative 

explorations of environmental issues have also focused on the conceptualization of harm and violence by 

the public and mass media.  Nixon considers the muted, slow violence of environmental injustice through a 

narrative lens, and the importance of storytelling to “make known” injustice and harms that accumulate 

over space and time, rather than being conveyed episodically. 97 

Environmental justice or rights-based frameworks for how environmental amenities and nuisances are 

also relevant to the framing of this particular problem. Because the environmental justice literature traces 

the historic allocation of environmental burdens, the literature is also critical of discrete methodologies of 
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analysis that are both static and technical. For example, Goldstein et. al (2015) describes how the 

deployment of “resilience” as an environmental term must be critically examined by the residents of the 

places it is applied to. Though “resilience” is a term that acknowledges the complexity of socio-

environmental systems, without the inclusion of community histories and resident experience, there is the 

possibility that “elite and managerial preferences for stability and continuity...remain unexamined.” The 

question becomes “resilience for who?” or “resilience based on what?” in reference to community 

environmental histories.   More recently, calls to either quantitatively or qualitatively document the 

cumulative effects of siting or policy decision have made their way into policy analysis discourse. Such an 

analysis would better capture the context in which a decision is being made, as opposed to evaluating a 

decision in discrete isolation.  Alternatively, environmental justice literature has also asked for there to be 

more clear ways by which residents can be more involved in planning for environmental risks, where 

community planning efforts can be a part of governance in addition to technical risk assessment. 

Ultimately, the literature asks how the stories that residents tell about their community can be integrated 

into planning and decision-making processes while also demonstrating that -representations and 

narrative are themselves embedded within landscapes, infrastructure and institutional policies. 

Research Question                                                     

What is the role for storytelling in environmental planning and how do residents see a project’s siting 

relative to the community and environmental histories that relate to it?  

Sub-Questions: 

● What community histories underlie an infrastructure project and how are these histories treated in 

these technical evaluation processes? 

● How might official, institutional decision-making processes better include these stories?  

Main Case: Chelsea Creek Substation 

 Chelsea and East Boston residents’ have campaigned against the construction of the substation since the 

city announced its decision, noting the climate and flooding risks associated with the site, as well as the 

different kinds of material infrastructural burdens borne by Chelsea and East Boston in the immediate 

vicinity. East Boston residents have also wrested funds for parks from Massachusetts Port Authority, the 

entity that operates Logan Airport, which previously seized parkland from residents in decades past. As 

such, these histories also play a role in defining resident perception of land use and the siting of industrial 

projects.  

There exist a series of technical and moral arguments and standings being advanced in this conflict against 

the construction of the substation. Eversource maintains that the substation is necessary to ensure 
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affordable and consistent service in Eastern Massachusetts and East Boston East Boston and Chelsea 

provide an interesting case to consider the divide between a public and the institutions that determine 

where and how infrastructure is placed. Geographically and in terms of transit accessibility, Chelsea and 

East Boston are more affordable and isolated from the more affluent parts of the Greater Boston are, 

though both are seeing new development and an increase in property values. Both East Boston and Chelsea 

both have high shares of foreign-born populations and have also faced issues of environmental justice.   

Ultimately, this case is demonstrative of the ways in which technical public processes is incompatible with 

the ways in which residents see the environment around them. This case is also an extremely technical 

project both in terms of its physical and material components, but also in terms of the governing bodies that 

allowed it to develop the way it has in the first place. It is worthwhile to tell the stories backgrounding this 

project, especially given that the siting board that approves energy infrastructure projects is not a well-

known entity, and operates with processes that not are particularly clear to the public. Energy 

infrastructure itself is rendered “invisible” while the histories in Chelsea and East Boston are not a part of 

technical evaluation criteria, yet color public perception of this infrastructure project in a way that has 

allowed the conflict to occur as it has. The “mismatch” of planning processes and community response is 

not a typical “reported on” issue within the media. While there is a multiplicity of stories embedded within 

resident and activist perspectives of the project, land use conflicts such as these are not often seen for their 

antecedents.  

Methods  

This thesis relies on interviews, site visits, public hearings, public comments and a review of policies 

followed by the city, the state Energy Facilities Siting Board (EFSB), and the utility. The methods employed 

are journalistic in nature, but in service of compiling and narrating environmental histories that should be a 

part of planning processes in East Boston and Chelsea. The following list describes sources relied upon: 

● Interviews: Because I was connected to this topic through GreenRoots, I became familiar with the 

project details through informal conversations with John Walkey. Following the hearing held on 

February, 5, 2019, I reached out to individuals who provided comment. Following these interviews, I 

did additional outreach based on individuals recommended to me, following a snowball 

interviewing technique. During these interviews, I asked individuals their thoughts on the 

substation project, and about their concerns, environmental or otherwise in the neighborhood. I 

then utilized these responses to begin listing common concerns, themes or tropes that formed the 

basis for the written pieces that make up the thesis.  

● Public Hearings, Comments and Meetings:  I attended the September RISE event, the October press 

conference held by GreenRoots. I also attended two separate meetings held in February 2019 and 
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March 2019 by GreenRoots, and the public hearing held on February 5, 2019. The concerns 

expressed by residents at these meetings were also utilized in defining what related narratives be 

covered by the written pieces in the thesis.  

● Media Sources: I reviewed coverage of the substation project (and related topics) within the 

Chelsea Recorder and East Boston Times. I also reviewed articles written in WBUR as well as the 

Boston Globe. I also relied on archival photographs, and digitized copies of the East Boston 

Community News, a volunteer-operated newspaper that ran from the 1970s through the 1980s.   

Public Documentation: I reviewed the EFSB case file for the project, including petitions, public comments, 

briefs, procedural summaries and rulings.  When applicable, I also viewed filings by the Massachusetts Port 

Authority, the City of Boston, and the State of Massachusetts. 

I then produced photo essays and vignettes centering on the topics that precede, background, foreground 

and follow the substation conflict.  
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Chapter 2: Conflict Description and Methods 

Along the Banks of Chelsea Creek 

A single piece of land alongside East Boston’s Chelsea Creek finds itself governed by any number of 

institutional bodies. Its landscape is overwhelmed with industrial presence. City zoning laws, port 

designations, EPA-approved pollution permits, facilities siting state boards and other policies and 

institutional bodies define what already exists here, and what might be built in it the future. Each of these 

policies and institutions is governed by diverse legal statutes and associated methods of analysis, the 

stipulations of which are not common knowledge to local residents or the general public.  Here and 

elsewhere in the city, a baroque series of processes shape wealth, land, health and livelihoods. 

Simultaneously, this industrial infrastructure is a part of the lived experience of residents, who have their 

own interpretations of the causes and effects of these structures, and the environmental risk associated 

with adding new industrial infrastructure to the Chelsea Creek.  

Chelsea Creek is a body of water that divides East Boston and the City of Chelsea. Both are under the 

purview of different jurisdictions, but have similar populations, and similar stories related to development, 

environmental justice, and planning failures. Chelsea, Massachusetts is a city with a population of 

approximately 39,000 with a median household income of $51,839. Around 18,000 members of the 

population are foreign born, and 17 percent of families live below the poverty line, while 28 percent of 

households speak limited English.98 East Boston is a peninsula that includes 45,000 individuals, with a 

median household income of $51,549.  Of these individuals, similarly, more than half are foreign born .99  

 

Both places have complex relationships with institutions and elected officials, with storied histories that go 

back for generations. East Boston has historically been an immigrant community, beginning with the Irish, 

and then the Italian community. Violence in Central America as well as white flight changed these 

demographics. Today, a large part of the population is Latin American. In Chelsea, around 66% of the 

population is Hispanic or Latino, and in East Boston, 58% of the population falls within this category. Over 

the years, different populations have moved into East Boston, including immigrants from North Africa, and 

Southeast Asian refugees. Chelsea follows something of a similar trajectory, in that the city was primarily a 

white working-class city. White flight and an influx of new immigrants changed Chelsea into primarily a 

Latino community, also working class. The city has suffered numerous fiscal planning issues and problems 

of corruption, and went into receivership in 1991.100  Grassroots activism by labor, immigration, health and 

environmental groups have improved the city considerably, following the reinstatement of the city’s 

charter. Still, the city remains relatively isolated. 
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East Boston and Chelsea have long been working class and immigrant enclaves. Historically, these areas 

have often been neglected by governments and institutions. Residents on both the East Boston and Chelsea 

side of the creek hold memories of the various ways in which municipal and state governments have 

allocated environmental risks here and burdens, or have neglected populations in need. The beliefs of 

residents have shaped the river in advocating for access and pollution control. Environmental activism has 

played an important role in defining the identities of East Boston and Chelsea and uniting many of the 

disparate groups that have lived in both places. Environmental activism has also served as a proxy for how 

residents have asserted their power against large corporate entities with interests in East Boston. 

Parkland holds a special significance in the redemption arc of both places, as a signifier of the city’s overall 

post-industrial transition, and in the case of East Boston and Chelsea, that quality of life has improved by 

virtue of the work of activists.  

      

Both Chelsea and East Boston are environmental justice communities.1011 A disproportionate number of 

burdens are located in both of these areas, including the jet fuel for Logan Airport, the home heating oil in 

Greater Boston, Expressway 1A and the Central Artery Tunnel, all of the road salt in New England, trucking 

from a major produce distribution center, contamination from previous industrial uses, and of course the 

airport itself. The areas have some of the highest rates of respiratory disease in Massachusetts, due to 

many of these burdens. As such, environmental activism has played an important role in defining the 

identities of East Boston and Chelsea and uniting many of the disparate groups that have lived in both 

places. Environmental activism has also served as a proxy for how residents have asserted their power 

against large corporate entities with interests in East Boston. Parkland holds a special significance in the 

redemption arc of both places, as a signifier of the city’s overall post-industrial transition, and in the case of 

East Boston and Chelsea, that quality of life has improved by virtue of the work of activists.  

 

Within this layered context, the Eversource project can be seen in a longer industrial, environmental and 

political history embedded within the landscapes of East Boston and Chelsea. Chelsea Creek and East 

Boston are dotted with physical objects that recall historic injustices, conflicts, failures, successes, imbued 

with layered meanings.  These featured are defined by industrial siting, land use and policy decisions 

steeped in complex language. Similarly, the legal process by which an electrical substation is approved 

requires the utility to prove that the infrastructure is necessary, that  the proposed project is the best 

alternative per the criteria of cost, environmental impact and reliability,  that the proposed site is the best 

                                                
1 Note that a community is considered an environmental justice community with the following criteria: Block 
group whose annual median household income is equal to or less than 65 percent of the statewide median 
($62,072 in 2010); or 25% or more of the residents identify as a race other than white; or 25% or more of 
households have no one over the age of 14 who speaks English only or very well - English Isolation 
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alternative out of multiple sites per the criteria of cost, environmental impact and reliability and that 

environmental impacts are minimized and compliant with health, resource use and environmental 

standards within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Projects such as the substation are often treated 

and considered as discrete objects, rather than for their storied contexts, or the multiple ways in which 

elements of a landscape impact the health and quality of life of residents, and their perceived relationship to 

governance. 

 

 

Figure 1: Satellite Image of Area 

 

     

The public process has also been problematic from the viewpoint of residents. Many in East Boston and 

Chelsea feel that they’ve been purposely discounted, ignored, or barred from receiving information. This 

dynamic is exacerbated by the fact that East Boston and Chelsea have dealt with a complex series of issues 

has necessitated grassroots activism that has vastly improved quality of life in both places. In addition, 

these historic environmental improvements are also continually capitalized upon by gentrifying forces in 

East Boston, where advocacy for more open space and the recent amelioration of environmental burdens 

has made the area attractive for development and speculation. Both are waterfront communities, but have 

followed different trajectories by virtue of their governance and their geographies. Chelsea faces the water 

alongside the creek, where development is largely industrial. East Boston is surrounded by water on three 

sides, including the ocean and inner-facing harbor. Waterfront development is limited because of the 
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airport, but has been highly prolific in the past ten years, especially around Maverick Square and Jeffries 

Point. This has affected property values. Currently, the Boston Redevelopment Authority is following its 

Plan East Boston process, where the area’s zoning code is being overhauled; concerns about flooding, 

climate change and gentrification are high, and are being integrated into the process. 

 

As such, what might be seen as a simple land use or siting conflict has multiple dimensions.  The 

infrastructure that is the proposed substation becomes a narrative object, a symbolic representation of 

problems of governance, the relationship between public institutions and a wider citizenry, an addition to 

past wrongs, and a contested object of hopes and fears for the area’s environmental future. 

 

Selection Process 

I came across this conflict in September of 2018, at an event called Boston RISE for Jobs and Justice. The 

event featured climate, labor and immigration organizations from around Greater Boston, held at East 

Boston Memorial Park. Many individuals in attendance were earnest in their worries about the 

environment, housing and climate change, but several had never been to East Boston or Chelsea. At the 

event, John Walkey, the Waterfront Coordinator for GreenRoots, and Chelsea and East Boston residents 

spoke about the substation. GreenRoots collected hundreds of signed postcards, which would be delivered 

to the Mayor’s office so that a meeting between the activists and city government might be scheduled. I later 

contacted Walkey out of curiosity, and learned about the project by reviewing its case file online, and 

attending meetings held by GreenRoots and public hearings.  

 

Substation Conflict - A Chronology 

The conflict was a result of several different events in the history of East Boston and Chelsea. What follows 

is not an exhaustive recounting of every related event but a recent chronology of how the project itself came 

to be proposed and its current status. This chronology served as the basis for the vignettes that compose 

the main body of the thesis.  

 

Beginnings 

In early 2012, the City of Boston’s budget was still suffering from the recession. Officials chose to cut funding 

for city-funded libraries. City staff thought Orient Heights Library in East Boston seemed underutilized and 

slated it to close. This was much to the consternation of residents and local policymakers responding to the 

concerns of these constituents. Facing backlash from elected officials and residents, the city worked to fast 

track the construction of a new library in East Boston. The Menino administration as well as State Senator 
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Anthony Petruccelli were able to acquire state funding for a new East Boston library in the amount of $7.5 

million, but had no viable site. The city owned very little land in East Boston, and considered the City Yards 

site, alongside Chelsea Creek, originally slated to house the city’s public works department, a soccer field, 

and a new police station. The site was not large enough for a library, and also wasn’t centrally located or 

close to transit. The city also considered a remediated site that used to host oil tanks, operated by the Hess 

Company, but the costs of remediation were prohibitively high. The city then came to Eversource, then doing 

business as NStar, which owned a large parcel of land alongside Bremen Street Park. The company was 

unwilling to sell it to the city, because they needed a location to develop additional infrastructure in East 

Boston. The city organized a land swap, so that they could construct the library on the Bremen Street parcel 

owned by NStar, and the company could use the city yards site.2 The company at the time had made it clear 

to the city that they wanted to use the parcel for the purposes of building “a small power station,” as 

reported by the East Boston Times .102 

 

The city completed the library in November of 2013, at the site formerly held by the company. Its 

construction lauded by the Boston Globe as well as local media around East Boston (East Boston Times, 

October 2013 and Boston Globe 2014). On December 23, 2014, Eversource filed a petition to construct a 

substation on the City Yards property. Eversource filed petitions with the state Energy Facilities Siting 

Board (EFSB), in order to ask the board for permission to build the project, and also filed a petition with the 

City of Boston, in order to ask for an exemption to current zoning codes.103 The city deferred the company’s 

zoning petition to the EFSB, so that the state energy siting board would jointly decide on the construction of 

the project, as well as the required zoning exemption. The project is officially titled the“Mystic-East Eagle-

Chelsea Reliability Project” and includes two main components, including the substation itself, and two 

underground transmission lines connecting the substation to others in Everett and Chelsea.104 

 

The parcel is close to the American Legion Playground, a popular area for neighborhood children that was 

rehabilitated by the city in summer 2015, as well as the Condor Urban Wild, a former Boston Sand and Gravel 

site which was remediated into a city-owned park in 2003, per the lobbying of the Chelsea Creek Action 

Group, a collaboration between Chelsea and East Boston residents as well as a local East Boston CDC . 

Staff members from Eversource attended meetings at the Eagle Hill Civic Association following filing its 

petition.  

 

Criteria for Evaluation  

Eversource’s petition to the board provided justifications for the following required criteria: the need for a 

project to support electrical load growth and system capacity, overall environmental impacts, cost, and the 

                                                
2 Chronology provided by a former City of Boston employee, who preferred to remain anonymous.  
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compliance of the project with health and environmental standards in the Commonwealth. The company 

intends that the substation itself and the transmission lines were meant to offset load at the Chelsea 

substation, an already existing substation on the Chelsea side of the creek. Eversource evaluated 

expanding the existing substation to meet electrical load demand, as well as several other storage and 

efficiency related alternatives. Each of these criteria were evaluated in an analysis conducted by another 

consultant, VHB as supplementary to the utility’s petition to the siting board. The analyses provided were 

included in a document repository on the EFSB website, including hundreds of pages of text .105 

 

Eversource’s joint petition to exempt the utility from current zoning law covers the following components:  

that the parcel is currently zoned for Waterfront Manufacturing, that the substation does not currently 

qualify for, that the parcel is subject to state Chapter 91 regulation related to the waterfront, requiring that 

public access to tidelands not be impeded, and that 50 percent or more of open space be included within the 

proposed use which the substation does not qualify for, that the structure must have an established “yard”  

buffer within 35 feet of the high tide line; as the project was proposed, it is within 12 feet of the high tide line, 

and  the project’s safety and company signs may violate provisions for signage within zoning code. The 

petition for these zoning variances emphasizes that electrical infrastructure is particularly unique, and not 

suited the type of evaluation that typically occurs when entities request zoning exemptions .106 According to 

the petition, energy infrastructure and its placement is governed by a number of industry standards, and is 

ill suited for the restrictions imposed by the zoning process. Per the petition,  

 

“There is nothing to prevent local boards or parties with interests adverse to the Project from 

interpreting the provisions of the Zoning Code differently. Local zoning bylaws and ordinances 

often: (i) directly conflict with overarching state and industry safety and engineering standards; (ii) 

are vague, ambiguous and difficult to apply to unique energy infrastructure; or (iii) are discretionary 

in nature and can result in burdensome or restrictive conditions.”  

 

Outreach, Opposition, Hearings and Current Status 

Eversource conducted outreach by posting notices in newspapers and fliers in a number of locations in East 

Boston, Chelsea and Boston proper, providing Spanish and Portuguese translation. The board held a public 

hearing for the project on July 29, 2015 in Chelsea. Following the hearing, different parties stated their 

interest in the project. Within these siting cases, parties can act as intervenors, requiring legal 

representation to formally challenge a project.  Parties can also participate as limited participants, where 

they receive information on project updates and filings. Following the hearing, multiple individuals chose to 

identify themselves as limited participants, including: individual residents living nearby, John Walkey (later 

a staff member at GreenRoots), the Chelsea Collaborative Green Space (which later went on to become 
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GreenRoots) and Gail Miller, a venerated environmental activist in East Boston who helped create the Belle 

Isle Marsh preserve, and other parks in East Boston. The parcel also sits next to Channel Fish, a fish 

processing business, which petitioned to be an intervenor in the case. Louis Silvestro, the owner of Channel 

Fish, voiced his opposition to the substation in public meetings held at the Eagle Hill Civic Association 

throughout 2015 and 2016. Silvestro began to tell others in the neighborhood about the substation at public 

meetings, while also printing notices in the local paper. Silvestro emphasized that the electrical substation 

as a danger to the community and spoke to environmental activist groups and residents. Throughout the 

remainder of 2015, Eversource and Channel Fish reviewed documentation, prepared expert testimony, 

analyses and arguments for and against the project.  Silvestro chose to intervene in the case, one of his 

legal representatives on the case was a former state representative in East Boston, as well as a longtime 

ally of environmental activists in the area.  

      

Hearings were held from January through March of 2016. In February of 2016, elected officials Adrian 

Madaro and Sal LaMattina filed a letter with Eversource, which asked Eversource to provide information on 

health impacts, considered alternatives and impacts to real estate and business. Following the hearings, 

Channel Fish and Eversource provided additional expert testimony and fulfilled information request 

responses, until November 8th of 2017, when the board issued a tentative decision to approve the project.  

Between the hearings and this tentative decision, Channel Fish employees attended civic association 

meetings, put out media describing the dangers associated with the electrical substation, and spread the 

word about the project to residents and environmentally concerned groups. During this time, 

representatives from Channel Fish also formed an Empower East Boston Coalition, creating a website and 

social media to brand the opposition. A Facebook page called “No Eastie Substation” was created in 

September of 2017. 

      

The siting board held a public meeting at the end of the month, on November 30, 2017, which members of the 

community, organized by GreenRoots came to attend. However, translation services were unavailable at 

the hearing. The testimony of Spanish-speaking residents was translated for the benefit of board members, 

but English to Spanish interpretation was not provided for attending residents. As a result, the 

Conservation Law Foundation as well as GreenRoots filed a formal letter of complaint with the siting board, 

which described the lack of translation as a violation of the group’s civil rights.  The board approved the 

project on December 1, 2017, with the condition that they work with the city to potentially find ways to 

relocate the site, in consideration of Channel Fish’s concerns. The approval was also contingent on the 

utility meeting with community members and coordinating with GreenRoots. Following the decision, 

community concern grew.  In January 2018, GreenRoots and the Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) filed a 
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letter to Secretary Matthew Beaton of the EFSB, documenting the issue with translation, and how the 

hearing did not comply with current environmental justice standards at the state level. 

 

Later, the City issued a request for proposals for the conveyance of a new site, 200 feet away from the 

original in November 2017, which was conveyed to Eversource in July 2018, in exchange for the old site. 

Following, organizers of GreenRoots held two separate events related to the substation. The first was a 

rally in East Boston Memorial Park, which brought together climate change, immigration and labor related 

groups, held in September of 2018, from which I became familiar with the project. The event drew many 

supporters who were not from East Boston. At this event, John Walkey and residents spoke in opposition to 

the substation; supporters signed postcards which were later delivered to the mayor. In October 2018, the 

group held a protest and press conference in Downtown Boston. Attendees included representatives from 

the Sierra Club, 350.org, as well as a representative from Massachusetts Representative Ayanna 

Pressley’s office.  

 

In November of 2018, Eversource filed a Notice of Proposed Project Change, where they petitioned the siting 

board to move the electrical substation from the original site, to the new site, away from Channel Fish. 

Eversource held a hearing for the project in February of 2019, at East Boston High School. This was the first 

time any of the proceedings for the project had taken place in East Boston. Residents, some representing 

community groups raised a variety of concerns related to public health, neighborhood safety, open space, 

quality of life, the environmental burdens already existing in the area, and the problems of public process 

and language accessibility associated with the project. Elected officials Adrian Madaro, Lydia Edwards and 

Ayanna Pressley voiced their opposition to the project, and solidarity with the community members that 

attended that day.  

  

Following the hearing, many organizations and individual residents submitted comment letters to oppose 

the substation. As of May 2019, GreenRoots is officially an intervenor in the case, with pro-bono 

representation. The proceedings of the case, including hearings and information requests will continue 

through 2019.  In writing about these places and this conflict, I wanted to make thematic linkages between 

the past, present and future and compare the ways in which public (as complicated and multifaceted as it is 

in East Boston) and the siting process considers these linkages. 

      

 

      

      



  

91 
 

Chapter 3: Concluding Thoughts and Reflections 

Key Findings from the Substation Conflict 

The findings I describe below are insights that I took from the substance of the conflict itself, as well as the 

methods I used in order to describe the conflict. These findings are generalizable to other planning contexts 

and were made even more apparent when considering the conflict through narrative.  

 

• Projects are viewed discretely by authorities, but are rarely viewed that way by the stakeholders 

and affected parties: Residents in East Boston had a number of compounding concerns about the 

landscape around them. These concerns had little to do with the siting process employed by the 

EFSB, and were considered to be off-topic to the overall siting process.  In the case of the EFSB, 

projects are evaluated for their specific utility, not for how they fit into a larger spatial fabric, or a 

spatial fabric animated by deep, collective memory.   

• History determines how stakeholders see themselves relative to official structures: Procedural 

justice was very important within this context, and within the larger context of East Boston. The 

ways in which procedure was made to serve or not serve East Bostonians in the past were highly 

relevant to the conflict and resident perception of it today. Past conflicts with Massport were 

seemingly of limited concern to both the board and the utility until GreenRoots began to organize 

individuals against the substation project.   

• Splintered regimes of governance or the “unknowability” of a project: Because the project was 

under the purview of a state board, the individual decision makers were not well known to 

residents, nor were they particularly accessible in the siting process. While residents could reach 

local elected officials about the project, state board officials were strangers in East Boston. In 

addition, Eversource is a for-profit company with a complicated rate setting and capital planning 

process in charge of delivering electricity and maintaining critical infrastructure.   Technical 

expediency is the goal, not community engagement.  

 

Reflections on Form and Storytelling  

Managing an Inductive Process: The process that I undertook as to complete this project was one that was 

continually being revised.  Though I had a place “to start” with the substation conflict and the immediate 

actors involved in it, the various threads that came up (i.e., Massport, environmental hazards alongside 

Chelsea Creek, etc.) necessitated forays and deviations from the original plan I laid out. There was no 

prescribed methodology for how to get to know East Boston and Chelsea Creek, places that I had little 
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background in before undertaking this project. I came to realize that drafting these histories requires a 

deep, intuitive knowledge of the community, something that I as an outsider did not have.  

 

Writing is essentially an act of deciding what is or is not important, and the moral character of what is or is 

not included.  I spoke with various individuals, most of whom were decidedly against the construction of the 

substation. However, with regards to the various histories composing East Boston, there was a significant 

amount of disagreement of the facts, and the moral character of the facts.  I had to contend with the issues 

that the literature discusses and had to be comfortable with the multiple opinions I heard from different 

individuals in Boston, and decide what which of these opinions were most of interest.    

This is different than a simple assembly of facts or chronology, and is more time consuming than simply 

putting together a list of events beginning with the land swap. It was difficult to write without 

misrepresentation, to become overly fixated on individual details that were particularly evocative. I came to 

realize that the more I was “too close” to a detail in my writing or “too far” in writing something more didactic 

or purely chronological, the less confident I was on the facts and moral implications of the events I was 

detailing.   

 

Narratives of Official Process & Resident Perception: Another issue that I came across is that land use 

conflicts are not inherently narrative. Planning decisions are oftentimes narrated in chronological series, 

where the causal, thematic or even moral ties linking events together are not fully expressed, in recounting 

of decisions made by agencies, protests or rulings. Institutions like the Energy Facilities Siting Board or 

rulings by this board are hardly events in themselves, in the way of a wildfire or flood, but their decisions 

have material and affectual consequences to the well-being of communities.  The role of a writer, or even a 

planner or public official if I were to be operating in that context, is complicated, in that communication 

necessitates simplification without distortion. The chronological accounting of events became stifling, in 

that multiple developments that occurred throughout the siting process were important to understand, but 

perhaps not as thematically important as some of the longer histories of East Boston and the Chelsea 

Creek.  

Space and Narrative:  It only occurred to me towards the end of this project was that what I had was the 

beginning of an atlas, though an unusual one. I had a number of locations, bodies of water and land, and a 

variety of anecdotes, historic significances and present perceptions attached to each location.  I did not 

necessarily realize that I was doing something of a spatial catalog as I wrote up each vignette. Such an atlas 

would be argumentative in two senses. A compilation of interview and archival content as applicable to a 

place on a map would contrast with the traditional spatial representations planners typically make, often 

static and focused on characteristics, versus events or specific recounting of them.  Of course, such an atlas 

would also contrast with the static and legalistic modes of consideration required by the EFSB and the 
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utility in choosing a project site. There are ways by which this project could have been spatially or visually 

operationalized.  

      

Implications for Planning Practice: Planners and public officials should know the histories of the places 

they are working within, and find ways to bring this context-specific knowledge to their work, even if bound 

by procedure, analytic or otherwise. Perhaps city and state governments should be more engaged with 

historians, qualitative planners or journalists in order to do such investigations, to be considered alongside 

other evidence in planning processes.  When institutions adhere only to technical or discrete parameters 

for their evaluation without any kind of exception, they abdicate a moral position for the sake of technical 

expediency. However, I also understand the difficulty in weighing multiple subjective accounts, which would 

be the case in this particular conflict.  

 

Environmental Planning, Quality of Life and Self-Determination 

There are also important takeaways in this project from the perspective of environmental planning.  

Because environmental planning deals with complicated natural phenomena, the methods that are 

employed are often not grounded in place. Environmental phenomena, whether air quality or green space 

are translated into health effects, or economic costs and benefits. All of these methods of planning 

categorization can be helpful, but misses how closely environmental planning relates to land use, and by 

proxy self-determination. This is especially true in places like Chelsea or East Boston, where land use 

decisions often denied residents control over their communities.  

 

I think about the number of studies that describe how to “arrive” at a quality of life indicator, that parks are 

good for people’s health, that access (and in some cases) protection from the natural environment is 

essential for the body and the mind. While these things are all true, the parks in East Boston are so much 

more than that, rich with history and symbolism for the events and activists that allow them to be present in 

the landscape now.  It seems that public process, and memories of relative power and agency are also 

“additions” to quality of life, and essential parts of weighing the well-being of a community. That is, how a 

landscape exists in its present state might also be an indicator of quality of life as much as its forms, 

amenities and risks.   
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Appendix Chapter: Energy Facility and Environmental Justice Law 

in Massachusetts 

The perspectives reflected within the conflict are complex, and draw from long histories of environmental 

injustices. At the same time, the state’s energy conveyance system is subject to multiple byzantine 

complexities of public process, and splintered regimes of ownership and regulation. The purpose of this 

chapter is not to provide a full commentary on the policies, institutions, and systems that convey electricity 

to consumers in Massachusetts, but to outline how these system components affect resident perception of 

the conflict. Despite the complexity of these systems, there are few opportunities for the residents of East 

Boston and Chelsea to justify their opposition to the project with site-specific concerns, including past 

injustices or the vulnerability of the community. The technical nature of the state’s energy deployment 

process is not conducive to democratic planning. Public comment is something that various governing 

bodies receive during specific deliberative processes, but energy planning is largely removed from the 

contexts of individual communities.  

 

In addition, because energy in Massachusetts is largely conveyed through investor-owned utilities, capital 

and infrastructure planning processes are regulated by state bodies, but otherwise go unseen by the 

average consumer, and in the case of the substation conflict, interested East Boston residents. 

Corporations are beholden to investors and not the public, governance is further splintered and systemized 

via a series of discrete parameters.  It is far less likely that a corporation be interested in considering the 

surrounding context in planning and petitioning the state for the project, and in the public engagement 

project itself.  

 

ISO New England and Future Forecasting 

 

In the 1990s, the Federal government deregulated and decoupled energy system components (generation, 

transmission and distribution) with the logic that consumer prices would decrease by virtue of competition. 

Because of the splintering of these components, it became clear that additional oversight and large-scale 

system planning would be needed.  In 1997, ISO New England was created in order to manage the energy 

demand of the region, and oversee interconnected grid components (ISO New England (n.d.). The electrical 

grid and related transmission infrastructure in New England are monitored by ISO New England, which 

operates as an independent not-for-profit body that conducts long term planning for the region. Typically, 

ISO New England conducts studies to forecast energy demand in the state, and issues RFPs for 
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transmission infrastructure projects; utility companies are chosen based on the cost estimates they offer in 

fulfilment of these capacity needs.  

Utilities often cite forecasts and planning documents by ISO New England to justify energy infrastructure 

projects. ISO New England hosts individual meetings that are open to the public, though the reports and 

recommendations presented by the entity are particularly complex, and difficult for lay people to readily 

understand. Not all documents are made public, and are only available from the organization upon request. 

In this particular case, Eversource justifies the need for the proposed substation and transmission lines 

based on the study results presented by ISO New England in its Greater Boston Area Transmission Needs 

Assessment document. This needs assessment was originally published in 2008, but went through a 

number of revisions and changes since 2008. Multiple documents are available related to this study 

document on the ISO New England website, including supporting presentations, files and documents. In 

some cases, presentations are redacted and inaccessible for a member of the public to access online (ISO 

New England (n.d.b). As such, the residents concerned about the substation project now would have little 

input in this level of the energy planning process.  

Energy Facilities Siting Law  

The Energy Facilities Siting board is a state agency within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Its 

purpose is to evaluate energy infrastructure and its siting in the Commonwealth, specifically to “provide a 

reliable source of energy for the Commonwealth, with a minimum impact to the environment, at the lowest 

cost.” The board includes nine members, including state employees, as well as three governor-appointed 

members who are otherwise members of the public. Board members have technical expertise and 

backgrounds in energy policy, though community groups have pointed out the board’s connections to utility 

companies, suggesting that board members might be more sympathetic to utilities than community 

members. For example, the Department of Public Utility Chairman, Matthew Nelson, previously served as 

the Supervisor of Regulatory, Policy, and Planning for Eversource.  

 

Electrical substations fall under the purview of the Board, as ancillary power structures. The process 

follows that a utility petitions the utility board.  The board evaluates this project on the basis of whether the 

project is necessary to support energy consumption in Massachusetts, that environmental impacts to the 

project are minimized, and that the project is the least cost alternative, as to not burden ratepayers. 

Typically, the process follows that an applicant files a petition with the board, and then provides public 

notice to the community about the project. The utility is required to host one or more public hearings related 

to the project, where members of the public can attend to learn more about the project’s potential impacts, 

and speak with representatives from the utility. Procedures are outlined in M.G.L. Chapter 164, § 69G.  
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The board solicits comments from the community at these hearings, as well as written comments. 

Individuals can become further involved and choose to intervene in the process, and issue information 

requests and receive responses, present written testimony and witnesses, cross-examine witnesses, file a 

brief; and appeal an order or final decision. Intervenors must hire formal legal representation, and may 

solicit expert testimony. Individuals can also participate as limited participants in hearings, where they 

essentially can file briefs and receive information on the case. Evidentiary hearings can also be held where 

the utility and intervenor present witnesses and conduct cross-examinations. At the end of the hearing 

process, the board reviews the evidence it has available, and decides whether a project is approved. The 

board does not conduct independent analyses of any projects, and relies only on the evidence presented in 

the petition by the utility, as well as any evidence provided by intervenors in the case. 

 

A similar infrastructure siting conflict is also underway in the Town of Sudbury. The Town of Sudbury is a 

small community of around 18,000 individuals, but is significantly wealthier than East Boston and Chelsea; 

town members were able to raise a sum of approximately $1.5 million to pay legal and expert fees in a case 

against Eversource, via Protect Sudbury, the community organization under which volunteer community 

members organized to intervene. Sudbury faces a similar situation as East Boston, with a decidedly 

different context. In its case, the Town of Sudbury as well as Protect Sudbury are intervenors on an EFSB 

case, where Eversource wants to build transmission lines that have the potential to reduce the overall 

property values in the area, while also damaging land and ecological resources set aside for conservation. 

Members of the community only found out about the project at a town meeting, after petitions had been filed 

and the main route and proposed alternative routes were chosen. Ray Phillips, the president of the 

community organization noted that the conflict has required the labor of dozens of volunteers, in addition to 

the money spent on hiring representation and experts. As an intervenor in the case, he believes that the 

process is biased towards project proponents, “You aren’t an expert. Eversource is an expert – unless you 

can afford to hire your experts. Anything you say won’t have much credibility. Both Protect Sudbury and the 

Town of Sudbury hired environmental expert and geologists but Eversource has their own hired experts, 

and do this full time.” In addition, Phillips explained that utility companies have “unlimited resources” 

relative to communities that they are willing to expend, to avoid setting legal precedent for a lost or 

negotiated case. Finally, Eversource and other utilities typically design the proposed project and 

alternatives strategically, so the project that is most advantageous for the utility is listed as lowest cost, 

least impact and best for reliability.  

 

As of May 2019, the Sudbury case is currently pending via the EFSB.  
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Eversource, Profit-Making and Investor Owned Utilities in Massachusetts 

Eversource operates as an investor-owned utility, which returns profits to shareholders. The utility does 

not make profits directly off of generated energy. That is, Eversource charges the cost it pays to electricity 

generators to its consumers. The company makes its profits as a “return on equity” for its capital 

investments in infrastructure. As such, from the perspective of shareholders, the utility is incentivized to 

make capital investments. This is especially true in the State of Massachusetts, where the Department of 

Public Utilities allowed the company a 10% rate of return on infrastructure investments, higher than the 

typical share in other states .107  

 

Eversource is also required to submit rate cases to the Department of Public Utilities (DPU) in order to 

request changes to rate structures or rate increases. These cases are lengthy and technical, and require 

the utility to justify that the additional revenue generated by a rate increase will serve the interests of the 

public.  Its most recent rate increase was publicly opposed by Attorney General Maura Healey, who 

described the increase to the Boston Globe and other media as unfair to consumers, and geared towards 

making additional profits for the utility’s shareholders.108 

 

Environmental Justice Law & Contextualizing the Conflict 

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts addresses the issue of environmental justice within a 2017 policy. 

The Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs is the applicable office for the policy, of which the 

EFSB is a part of. Individual agencies and bodies subject to the policy must work to fulfill a number of 

criteria, including providing timely and translated notice to communities, scheduling public meetings in a 

location and at a time that would be accessible to members of the community and similar criteria of access 

and proper conveyance of information. The EFSB is required to review various environmental impacts via 

its review process. Via state environmental justice policy, EFSB is encouraged to consider “cumulative 

impacts” especially in cases where communities are exposed to multiple burdens, in addition to the 

proposed infrastructure being considered. Cumulative impacts are not explicitly defined in the language of 

the policy. 

 

Currently, there is pending revised policy to replace current language, which has received public comment 

from several environmental organizations. The Conservation Law Foundation, in its public comment asked 

that a previous 2002 working group seeking to define “cumulative impacts” and assist agencies in 

measuring and documenting it be reconvened. The comment letter also states that for communities that are 

subject to multiple environmental burdens, community planning might be a better alternative.109 
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Public Process  

 

Public Process and Community Burden 

Dr. Neenah Luna, an activist in East Boston who has studied past conflicts related to the board described 

that the EFSB and its procedural structure are set up in such a way that produces adversarial relationships 

between public officials and the community. The process is also designed such that “agencies do begin from 

a default of position of proponent empathy. However, depending on the proponent's level of cooperation, 

proponents can either maintain or lose that empathy.”  Communities are able to participate most 

meaningfully when they are organized and have a semblance of consensus regarding their stance on a 

particular project, and when they have the backing and expertise of technical professionals .110 

 

Similarly, because the board does not have the staff to conduct its own analyses, the burden of proof falls to 

the community, who are not equipped to debate the technical mores of complex energy infrastructure 

projects. These technical parameters may be unrelated to the issues of justice and fairness that community 

members may actually be concerned with. Community members participating in these interventions 

usually have full time employment elsewhere, and are unable to devote the same amount of time and 

financial resources to a project siting case as the project proponents.  As such, project proponents are 

advantaged in the process. Though utilities are required to present project details and notify the community 

in which it is building, they are not required to provide technical assistance to community members, nor is 

the board. Similarly, in the case where there are intervenors for a project, intervenors finance their own 

expert testimony and legal representation.  

 

Staci Rubin, an attorney with the Conservation Law Foundation, as well as a former employee of the  

Commonwealth of Massachusetts and Alternatives for Community and Environment, a Roxbury based 

environmental justice organization, describes, “There are multiple layers of the problem. The law as I view it 

in Massachusetts at least, is generally set up so that the Energy Facility Siting Board can approve projects 

to come online, to support energy use in the Commonwealth.” Rubin emphasized that the board is adept at 

reviewing quantitative as outlined in state policy. However, with regards to qualitative comments, the 

“board isn’t sure what to do with those.” Public comment provides a means for individual residents to voice 

their opinions on projects, but it is ambiguous how the board will interpret and operationalize these 

comments.  

 

In addition, oftentimes the first residents will hear of a particular project is when filing has already 

occurred. According to Rubin,  
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“…anytime a project proponent has an idea for a facility, they should be reaching out to the local 

municipality and the local officials to figure out what’s going on. They should have meetings with the 

community groups very early on in the process and have multiple dialogues with various people 

affected by the proposal. But typically, this doesn’t happen. You have a lot of legal battles that 

happen because the community isn’t engaged beyond filing public comments. I think, purely based 

on my experience in multiple settings that there needs to be early engagement between the project 

proponents and those who have potential to be impacted. Ideally that’s happening long before filing 

deadlines.” 

 

Distrust Between Communities, Utilities and Regulators 

Because of the sheer complexity of the electricity generation, transmission, and distribution infrastructure 

in Massachusetts, the electrical system itself is illegible to the average resident. Because Eversource and 

other investor owned utilities are beholden to shareholders and as such are not beholden to the same 

standards of transparency as a public agency, residents are less likely to trust the utility. Multiple residents 

that I spoke to in the process described rumors they had heard about Eversource and the company’s 

motivations for building the substation, their treatment of East Bostonians, and whether company 

representatives were outright lying to the public about the project. The complexity and adversarial nature of 

the public process is not conducive to developing longstanding relationships between public sector officials 

and the public themselves. Nor is it a process that is easily accessible to interested or concerned members 

of the public.   
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